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ABSTRACT
ARISTOTLE ON RHETORIC
Stephanie Wesson
Susan Sauvé Meyer

Aristotle’s Rhetoric is a technical handbook for how to persuade a public
audience about what is good, just, and noble. The goal of this dissertation is to explain
why Aristotle thought this ability was a kind of knowledge, a craft (technē), distinct from
both political expertise (politikē) and dialectical expertise (dialektikē). I aim to do this by
giving an interpretation of the norms governing rhetorical persuasion. Like his conception
of dialectic, Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric is primarily governed by epistemological
norms: the excellent orator is someone who can present an audience with good reasons
for believing some conclusion. But, I argue, these norms are specific to the subject matter
for which rhetoric is needed: matters requiring public deliberation and judgment.
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ὑμεῖς δέ μου ἀκούσεσθε πᾶσαν τὴν ἀλήθειαν
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κεκαλλιεπημένους γε λόγους…
- Socrates, Plato’s Apology (17b7-9)

from me you will hear the whole truth
—not, by Zeus, men of Athens, in eloquent speech…
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1. What is Aristotle’s Rhetoric?
Aristotle’s Rhetoric is a technical handbook about how to persuade a public
audience about political matters: matters that concern what is good, what is just, and what
is noble (Rhet. 1.3, 1358b20-28). It enumerates the principles of a skill (technē) that is a
branch of formal, dialectical knowledge on the one hand, and of substantive, ethicalpolitical knowledge on the other (e.g., 1.2, 1356a25-27; 1.4, 1359b8-11), but it is not
identical to either discipline. Readers of the Rhetoric, and of Aristotle more generally, are
therefore faced with a question. Why did Aristotle, who discovered formal logic and
authored perhaps the most influential treatise of moral philosophy, write a treatise about
such a lowly form of practical reasoning?
At a certain level, a simple answer is available: Aristotle wrote extensively about
nearly every subject – dreams, political constitutions, the parts of animals, poetry –
subjecting each to systematic study. Rhetoric is simply another phenomenon awaiting a
theory, and in 4th century Athens it was an especially pervasive one, being a dominant
feature of political life.1
But the more one reads the Rhetoric, the less satisfactory this explanation
becomes. First of all, the work does not just provide a theory of what rhetoric is; it is full
of practical guidance on how to successfully persuade. Second, as a practical handbook,

1

For studies on the political context especially focused on the role of rhetoric, see, e.g., Kennedy (1963);
Hansen (1999).

1

the Rhetoric by its very existence presupposes that rhetoric is a skill that can be acquired
from a handbook. This is a controversial thesis, which Aristotle guardedly articulates in
the opening passage. There, he concludes, after some observations (to be discussed in
Chapter 2), that rhetoric can be “made systematic” (hodō poiein), “grasped” (theōrein),
and such a grasp is the function of a “craft” (technē) (1.1, 1354a6-11). The significance
of these comments would have been unmissable to Aristotle’s contemporaries, for they
reveal Aristotle’s position in an important debate which Plato famously depicts in the
beginning of the Gorgias. The debate centers on the question: is rhetoric a true craft, as
the sophists and rhetoricians thought (Grg. 449a3-5; 449c9-d1), or a mere “knack”
(empeiria), as Aristotle’s teacher, Plato, claimed (462c3)? In contrast to Plato, Aristotle
evidently considers rhetoric to be a genuine kind of knowledge, a craft.2
But the significance of this question – let alone Aristotle’s answer – is difficult for
us modern readers to grasp. Why should philosophers, who are concerned with truth and
knowledge, care about rhetoric, which is concerned with persuasion and belief? In the
preface to his nearly-500-page introduction to the Rhetoric, Cope observes that the
subject seems “rather below the dignity of a philosopher.”3 The question of rhetoric’s
status no longer rattles philosophers; as Barnes describes it, the debate has “ossified.”4
One possible explanation for this situation is that there are no longer territorial disputes to
keep the debate alive; those interested in philosophy and those interested in rhetoric have
parted ways on the agreement that, for whatever rhetoric is, it belongs outside of

2

I discuss the Platonic background in more detail in the beginning of Chapter 2.

3

Cope, (1867, x).

4

Barnes, (1995, 260).

2

philosophy. Practically, it is the skill of persuasion, in the purview of marketing or
communications departments. Theoretically, it is the study of how persuasion occurs, and
belongs to empirical psychology or behavioral economics.
So why were two of the greatest philosophers in history concerned with this
question? Why was a modern solution – e.g., relegating rhetoric to empirical sciences –
not an option? The answer, in short, is that these philosophers’ notion of the crafts and
sciences was normative. A body of genuine knowledge will both have a rational account
(logos) and produce or aim at some good (Grg. 500b3-5, 501b-c; cf. EN 1.1, 1094a1-3).
If rhetoric were simply the study of how people come to be persuaded (regardless of
whether the process is correct) or of what they come to be persuaded of (regardless of
whether it is the truth) then rhetoric would not count as a craft, or as any kind of
knowledge. A practice of persuading people of just anything, by just any means, would
fail normative constraints of any kind.
From within this view, there is no way to construe rhetoric as psychological
knowledge without construing it as normative psychological knowledge; that is, the study
of how people come to be persuaded in the right manner, or of the true things (or both: of
the truth in the right manner). Once we see that this is what normative psychology
amounts to, it is a small step to see why Plato was skeptical that such knowledge could
actually be possessed by anyone. The person who possessed this craft – which in the
Phaedrus Plato calls “the craft of soul-leading” (technē psuchagōgia) (Phdr. 261a8;
271c10) – would have to know not only about human souls (270b3), but also about nature
(270c1), dialectic (how things divide into classes) (273e1), and the forms (273e2). Plato
3

concludes that anyone who achieves such knowledge would not do so in order to speak
“to humans” (pros anthrōpous) about human affairs but rather, to please the gods (273e58).5 Thus, in Plato’s view, rhetoric is either no craft at all, or an impossible one.
The conception of rhetoric we find in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, however, is neither the
mere knack of the Gorgias, nor the grand art of soul-leading of the Phaedrus. It is a
genuine craft of speech addressed to humans (pros anthrōpous). From reading the
Rhetoric, ordinary human beings learn how to persuade other ordinary human beings in
the assembly, in the lawcourts, and in the public sphere generally. The treatise
enumerates the principles of a craft; it therefore exists on the supposition that rhetoric is a
kind of knowledge.
With these preliminary comments I intend not to revive this debate for our own
time, but to enliven us to the ancient question about the status of rhetoric, as it struck the
philosophers of the time on their own terms. The fact of the Rhetoric’s existence becomes
harder, not easier, to explain in the light of Aristotle’s intellectual context. In order to
explain its existence, we must understand why Aristotle thought there could be a
legitimate and distinct craft of persuasive speech – one which, like all crafts, is governed
by norms. My overall interest is in why Aristotle wrote the Rhetoric; consequently, the
aim of this dissertation is to give an interpretation of what, for Aristotle, rhetorical
knowledge involves, in particular, what norms govern its exercise.

ἣν οὐχ ἕνεκα τοῦ λέγειν καὶ πράττειν πρὸς ἀνθρώπους δεῖ διαπονεῖσθαι τὸν σώφρονα, ἀλλὰ τοῦ θεοῖς
κεχαρισμένα μὲν λέγειν δύνασθαι, κεχαρισμένως δὲ πράττειν τὸ πᾶν εἰς δύναμιν.
5

4

In this introductory chapter, I will situate this question in the vast literature on
Aristotle’s Rhetoric (section 2), then provide a brief outline of the treatise (section 3).
Finally, I will summarize the structure of Aristotle’s theory of rhetoric, discuss my
interpretation of its central notions and the translation of its central terminology, and
preview the argument of the following chapters (section 4).

2. Scholarly interpretations of the Rhetoric
As with all of Aristotle’s works, the Rhetoric has inspired an extensive literature.
It may be summarized for our purposes by asking which of Aristotle’s other works
dominate in interpreters’ minds when they approach the Rhetoric: is it (a) the Poetics, (b)
the Organon, or (c) the ethical works? As we will see, my approach in this dissertation
belongs at the intersection of the latter two of these approaches, since I aim to understand
rhetoric’s relationship both to logic and to politics (the latter being the genus of ethical
inquiry for Aristotle). I do not address interpretations that approach the Rhetoric from
purely contemporary interests in rhetoric and communication theory or purely historical
interests in Greek oratory and politics.
In the first group are readers whose interest in the Rhetoric comes primarily from
interests in literary criticism and composition. Such readers tend to have the Poetics in
mind as the most relevant pairing – a tendency reflected in Bekker’s arrangement of
Aristotle’s works, which puts the Rhetoric immediately before the Poetics, at the very
end (1354a; 1447a). For the most part, this dissertation does not engage with this

5

literature, though I have often found it helpful and philosophical.6 It is worth noting that
the Rhetoric does contain references to the Poetics (e.g., Rhet. 1.11, 1372a1-2; 3.1,
1404a38-39; 3.2, 1404b28), and that Aristotle links the two explicitly in one other crucial
place. In On Interpretation 4, he defines a “statement” (apophantikos logos) as a sentence
(logos) that can be true or false (17a2-3), and then relegates other non-truth-evaluable
sentences, such as prayers, to the study of “rhetoric or poetics” (17a4-7).7
The second group of interpreters come to the Rhetoric with an interest in logic. To
see why, we should note that Aristotle often describes the status of rhetoric as a purely
formal capacity of reasoning in general. The opening line of the Rhetoric states that
rhetoric is the “counterpart” (antistrophos) to dialectic (1.1, 1354a1). Elsewhere he says
that, like dialectic, rhetoric lacks a “definite genus” (genos aphōrismenon) (1355b8-10)
or “underlying thing” (hupokeimenon pragma) (1.4, 1359b12-16), and is accordingly a
“capacity” (dunamis) for providing arguments (logoi), not a “science” (epistēmē) (1.2,
1356a30-33). These comments warrant reading the Rhetoric alongside Aristotle’s other
works on logic, traditionally referred to collectively as “the Organon.”8 In fact, many
ancient Greek commentators and medieval Arabic philosophers grouped the Rhetoric and
the Poetics with the logical works – a grouping now sometimes called the “extended
Organon.”9

6

Especially Ricoeur (1996), Moran (1996).

7

ῥητορικῆς γὰρ ἢ ποιητικῆς οἰκειοτέρα ἡ σκέψις

8

The Organon is traditionally comprised of the Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics, Posterior
Analytics, Topics, and Sophistical Refutations. These form the first six texts in Bekker’s numbering.
Or, by Black (1990), the “context theory.” She finds traces of the “context theory” in Ammonius,
Philoponus, Simplicius, Olympiodorus, and Elias, among the Greek commentators (34) and al-Farabi,
Avicenna, and Averroes, among the Arabic philosophers (2).
9

6

Approaching the Rhetoric with the Organon in mind brings to the fore a certain
set of questions, including narrowly logical ones such as the soundness and validity of
rhetorical inference,10 the relationship between rhetorical arguments and other kinds of
arguments,11 and the theory of deduction and fallacy in the Rhetoric.12 This approach also
raises more broadly epistemological questions, such as: what is the epistemic status of
rhetorical proof?13 To what extent does proper rhetorical persuasion involve giving the
audience good grounds for believing something? The middle chapters of the dissertation,
Chapters 3 and 4, engage especially with this literature.
Finally, a third group of readers come to the Rhetoric with an interest in moral
philosophy: ethics and politics, broadly construed. Aristotle describes rhetoric as
“wearing the figure” of politics (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a27-30); he says it is an “offshoot” (1.2,
1356a25-27) and is “composed” (1.4, 1359b8-11) of both politics and dialectic. This is to
be expected, since, as I’ve mentioned, rhetoric is skill of persuading about political
matters: the good, just, and noble (and their converses) (1.3, 1358b20-28). Since the
treatise deals with the same subject matter as ethics and politics, many commentators
have approached the Rhetoric with the ethical works in hand: the Politics, Nicomachean
Ethics and Eudemian Ethics in particular. This practice has roots in medieval Europe,
where Cicero’s and Quintilian’s conceptions of rhetoric as one of the “civic arts”

10

e.g., Madden (1952), Weidemann (1989), Allen (2001), Bellucci (2016)

11

e.g., Raphael (1974), Allen (2007), Rapp (2016)

12

e.g., Rapp (2013), Burnyeat (1994/1996).

13

For an example of this broader epistemological interest, see Dow (2015).

7

dominated.14 In his study of the Latin manuscript groupings, Murphy (1981) finds over
half of the medieval copies of the Rhetoric bound together with the Politics and Ethics,
and none bound with the Topics or the Sophistical Refutations (treatises in the Organon);
he concludes that by the 13th century the Rhetoric had come to be considered “not a
dialectical work, but a treatise useful in the study of moral philosophy.”15
This third approach leads to a different set of questions. Does Aristotle’s orator
know the truth about the political matters of which he speaks?16 Does rhetoric share the
aim of ethics and politics: the truth about the human good?17 Does the orator aim at
improving the souls of his audience, by persuading them of the truth?18 Does he care
about discovering the truth, even if he does not know it?19 Is he a person of good moral
character?20 Chapters 2 and 5 engage with this literature and deal with some of these
questions.
If rhetoric is a genuine craft, then it will be governed by standards; it will not be
the case that “anything goes.” Each of the second and third approaches investigates a
different kind of standard that might constrain the practice of public persuasion, and thus
render it a craft. From the perspective of logic and dialectic, we are positioned to see how
standards of reasoning and proof limit the orator’s persuasive tactics. The question, from

14

Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria; Cicero, De Oratore.

15

Murphy (1981, 100-101).

16

e.g., Irwin (1996, 149); Rorty (2011, 721).

17

e.g., Wörner (1990), Wardy (1996), Cooper (1994, 207), Garver (1994).

18

e.g., Klosko (1993).

19

e.g., Engberg-Penderson (1996).

20

e.g., Sprute (1991); Fortenbaugh (1992).
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this direction, becomes: to what extent is Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric
epistemologically normative? From the perspective of ethics and politics, the natural
focus concerns whether the ends, or purposes, of rhetoric are morally neutral (power,
persuasion) or directed toward the moral truth. The question thus becomes: to what extent
is Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric ethically normative?
I find these two questions about normativity difficult to separate because, for
Aristotle, excellent practical reasoning, phronēsis, involves at once an ethical and an
epistemological achievement. The good practical reasoner knows the right thing to do,
and how to do it. Does excellent rhetoric similarly involve this impressive unity, in his
view? Or does the competence change when the context changes from the excellent
private thinker to the excellent public speaker?
Addressing these questions will require an interpretation of the Rhetoric informed
by both the logical and ethical works. My interest thus lies in the intersection of these
latter two approaches. Approaching the Rhetoric from these two directions is not, itself,
novel; many of the scholars cited above are similarly engaged with both the
epistemological and ethical dimensions of the text, but the analysis I offer is novel. I offer
an interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of rhetorical proof that accounts both for the
difference between rhetorical and political knowledge and for the difference between
rhetorical and dialectical knowledge.21 I argue that it is primarily epistemological, not

21

One way to understand both the ethical and dialectical dimensions holds that rhetoric is simply a
practical, “real-world” application of dialectical knowledge (e.g., Rorty, 1996, 8; Brunschwig, 1996, 51;
Cope 1867, 6). On many versions of this view, rhetoric is not kind of knowledge genuinely different from
dialectic. For example, Dow (2015, 80) claims “the understanding of dialectic is sufficient for an
understanding of rhetoric,” and similarly Rapp (2012) claims that Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric is
“dialectic-centered” to such a degree that substantive knowledge of moral, psychological, and political
matters – matters other than speech and argument – is merely a corrective supplement, which “come[s] in

9

ethical, norms that govern rhetoric, but these epistemological norms are peculiar to the
ethical-political subject matter.
In order to define the scope of the dissertation, its primary contributions, and its
most significant omissions, it will be necessary to first briefly outline the Rhetoric, and
then to summarize the structure of the rhetorical theory it contains.

3. Outline of the Rhetoric
The treatise we know as the Rhetoric is comprised of three Books. Book 1 begins
with Aristotle’s programmatic statements about rhetoric and its relation to the disciplines
of logic, dialectic, and politics. Rhet. 1.2 identifies the three kinds of “proof,” or “means
of persuasion” (pisteis) that are properly rhetorical: logos (reason, or argument), pathos
(emotion) and ēthos (character). Rhet. 1.3 distinguishes three kinds of rhetoric, or three
contexts in which rhetoric is used: deliberative rhetoric, used in the assembly; judicial
rhetoric, used in the lawcourts; and epideictic rhetoric, used in other public settings. The
latter half of Book 1 deals mostly with the premises to be used in rhetorical arguments
(Rhet. 1.4-15).

precisely in order to secure that the [audience of rhetoric] will actually judge in accordance with proofs or
arguments” (603). Proponents of this view hold that the epistemological dimension of rhetoric is central –
rhetorical knowledge is knowledge of argument – and they account for the ethical-political dimension by
acknowledging a remedial role for substantive ethical-political knowledge. Thus, on these views, the orator,
who is essentially a dialectician, will need some substantive knowledge only in order to manage the realworld conditions of public persuasion (such as a distracted, morally corrupt, or unintelligent audience). In
contrast to these views, I aim to show that one consequence of the ethical dimension of the craft is that
rhetorical argument differs importantly from dialectical argument, and accordingly, rhetorical knowledge
differs importantly from dialectical knowledge.

10

The beginning of Book 2 turns to a discussion of the emotions (pathē) and mostly
discusses what the various emotions are, and how they are to be used in rhetorical
persuasion (2.1-14). The latter chapters of Book 2 return to the subject of argument: they
discuss the general forms of inference that a speaker should deploy – and the fallacious
forms of which he should be wary– in constructing rhetorical arguments (2.18-25).
Finally, Book 3 deals in its first part with the style (lexis) (3.1-12), and in the second part
with the arrangement (taxis), of rhetorical speeches (3.13-19).
The division of the text into books and chapters is of course not Aristotle’s, but
the product of a long editorial treatment of a fragmentary collection of texts.22 Such an
editorial history belongs to all of Aristotle’s surviving works, but the editorial process
and authenticity of parts of the Rhetoric is more contested than many of his other
works.23 The history of its interpretation is riddled with debates over the dating of
different passages in the work and the overall unity of the text. The interpretation I
develop in this dissertation is mostly separable from these dating issues, but I mention
them where relevant. I also do not assume that Aristotle composed the three Books as a
unity; however, I do – with most scholars today – consider all three Books to be
legitimate evidence of Aristotle’s theory of rhetoric.
The editorial history of the Rhetoric warrants approaching the text with an
especially cautious interpretive principle, which is articulated well by Brandes (1920) in
his study on the text:

22

See the discussion in, e.g., Brandes (1920); Murphy (1989, Part 1); Hatzimichali (2016).

23

On the text’s composition, see Kennedy (1996).
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Because the date of the Rhetoric cannot be established, because it is almost
certain that Aristotle revised his treatise over a long period without always
integrating his revisions with the previous text, and because it is certain that
whatever was originally Aristotelian passed through numerous versions and even
translations, considerable care must be taken before anyone can draw highly
positive conclusions from the position of a chapter or a turn of a sentence in the
Rhetoric.24
I have aimed to adhere to this holistic principle.
With these considerations about the text’s arrangement and composition in hand,
we can now turn to the theory of rhetoric it contains, its structure, and its primary notions.

4. The structure of rhetoric: the “thing at issue” (pragma) and its “proof”
(pistis)
In Rhet. 3.13, Aristotle divides rhetorical speech into two basic parts (duo merē):
one part is “stating the thing at issue” (to pragma eipein), and the other part is
demonstrating (apodexai) it (1414a32). He also describes the two parts as the “statement
of the case” (prothesis) and the “proof” (pistis).25 In making a simple two-part division,
Aristotle departs from the conventional division of a rhetorical speech into narration,
exordium, comparison, and recapitulation.26 In Aristotle’s view, these other “parts” are
considerations of style (lexis), which may be appropriate in certain cases, but are not
essential to a rhetorical speech.

24

Brandes (1920, 6).

He compares the prothesis and the pistis to the division between the “problem” (problēma) and the
“demonstration” (apodeixis), (1414a35) – the division in dialectic.
25

26

Aristotle justifies his departure from other writers (he mentions Theodectes and Licyminius) by saying
“one must [only] posit a name (onoma) for stating a species (eidos) or a difference (diaphora)” (1414b15).

12

This two-part division forms the basic structure of Aristotle’s theory of rhetoric.
First, the pragma of a rhetorical speech is a particular position on some public issue; it is
an answer to a question “up” for public deliberation and judgment. For example, possible
pragmata might be: we should join this treaty (deliberative rhetoric); we should convict
this man (judicial rhetoric); we should honor this general (epideictic rhetoric). These are
positions which the orator is to “prove” or “demonstrate” in their speech.
To understand the second part of this division, the demonstration (apodeixis) or
proof (pistis) of the pragma, we need more in the way of preliminary comments. First, a
note on “apodeixis” is necessary. It is generally agreed that in the Rhetoric Aristotle
could not be using “apodeixis” (demonstration) in the technical sense of the Posterior
Analytics. He probably uses it in a sense closer to its ordinary Greek sense of “showing
forth.” Still, he sometimes feels the need to qualify apodeixis, either as a “sort of”
apodeixis (apodeixis tis) (Rhet. 1.1, 1355a5) or a “rhetorical” (rhētorikē) apodeixis
(1355a6), suggesting a somewhat more technical meaning.27 Whatever meaning he
intends, when he divides the rhetorical speech into “stating the pragma” and
“demonstrating (apodexai) it,” we should not take “apodexai” to mean “scientifically
demonstrate.” The question of what it does mean in this context awaits a substantive
interpretation of the theory of proof in the Rhetoric, which I provide in Chapters 3-5.
Second, a note on the other term, pistis is necessary. Several commentators,
especially Grimaldi in his 1952 philological paper and his 1980 commentary on the

27

See Burnyeat (1996, 94-96) for a discussion of this point.
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Rhetoric, have given helpful analysis of the term.28 The word can have at least three
distinct meanings: (a) a state of mind, best translated as “conviction” or “belief,” (b) an
inferential method for bringing about (a), i.e., a sort of argument or example, or (c)
another, non-argumentative way for bringing about (a). So, in sense (a), pistis is the result
of persuasion; in senses (b) and (c) it is the means by which persuasion occurs – either
narrowly argumentative, (b), or employing a broader range of persuasive tactics, (c).
I take it that (b) and (c) are primary senses of pistis in the Rhetoric. Aristotle
clearly uses the term for means of persuasion that include, but are not limited to,
argument. He recognizes both “technical” (entechnoi) and “non-technical” (atechnoi)
pisteis (Rhet. 1.2, 1355b35-39), and explains the difference this way:
[1]
ἔντεχνα δὲ ὅσα διὰ τῆς μεθόδου καὶ δι’ ἡμῶν κατασκευασθῆναι δυνατόν, ὥστε
δεῖ τούτων τοῖς μὲν χρήσασθαι, τὰ δὲ εὑρεῖν. (1.2, 1355b37-1356a1)29
[Of the pisteis], they are technical insofar as they are able to be constructed by a
method and by us, so that one must use the former [i.e. non-technical pisteis] and
discover the latter [i.e. technical pisteis].
No non-technical pistis is an argument, and not all technical pisteis are arguments;
indeed, as we will see, they need not even be speech. The fact that a pistis may be
technical or non-technical supports a broader reading. However, since the Rhetoric is a
technical handbook, most occurrences of pistis refer to the technical kind.

28

Grimaldi (1980, 19-20), (1957, 188-92); Wilkramanayake (1961).

29

Unless a different edition is cited, all Greek text is sourced from Ross (ed.) Aristotelis ars rhetorica,
Oxford: Clarendon Press (1959/1964) and compiled by Thesaurus Linguae Graecae.
All translations of Aristotle are mine, unless otherwise noted.
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Technical pisteis are the products of art: they are constructed by someone skilled
in rhetorical technē. For clarity, I will translate pistis as “proof” when it is used to refer to
technical pisteis, and otherwise leave it untranslated. In contrast to proofs, the nontechnical pisteis pre-exist the speech, and are accordingly not up to the orator to produce
(1.2, 1355b35-39). Aristotle says there are five non-technical proofs: laws, witnesses,
outcomes of torture, contracts, and oaths (1.15, 1375a24-25). It is not up to the orator
whether a law exists, whether a witness was present at the scene, whether something was
confessed under duress, whether the defendant made a contract, or whether the jury
members wore the oath. The orator may turn such pisteis into proofs, by means of her
technical ability – a process which Aristotle discusses in Rhet. 1.15. For example, an
orator may cite the fact that the defendant made a contract to pay his neighbor as a reason
to think he committed an injustice when he refused to pay the neighbor. Presenting the
fact of the contract as a reason “through the speech” (dia tou logou) is a matter of
technical skill, but the contract which exists in advance of this articulation is a nontechnical pistis.
Aristotle also sometimes refers to raw persuasive materials, which again pre-exist
the rhetorical speech, as “ta pithana” (e.g., Rhet. 1.2, 1355b26; 1356a19). As far as I can
tell, he does not make any clear distinction between the non-technical pisteis and ta
pithana; I think the difference may just be that ta pithana are a wider category than the
non-technical proofs, including not only the five things he mentions as non-technical
proofs, but other considerations relevant to persuasion, such as the audience’s biases and
the historical context. I will translate these as “persuasive factors.” The orator is skilled at
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identifying the persuasive factors and non-technical pisteis and articulating them in
speech; they artfully transform pithana and atechnoi pisteis into proofs.
Perhaps the most interesting and influential claim in the Rhetoric is that, despite
the close relationship Aristotle envisioned between rhetoric and dialectic, not all
“proofs,” i.e., technical pisteis, are arguments (logoi). There are two other sources of
persuasion aside from argument, because Aristotle enumerates in total three kinds of
proof:
[2]
τῶν δὲ διὰ τοῦ λόγου ποριζομένων πίστεων τρία εἴδη ἔστιν· αἱ μὲν γάρ εἰσιν ἐν
τῷ ἤθει τοῦ λέγοντος, αἱ δὲ ἐν τῷ τὸν ἀκροατὴν διαθεῖναί πως, αἱ δὲ ἐν αὐτῷ τῷ
λόγῳ διὰ τοῦ δεικνύναι ἢ φαίνεσθαι δεικνύναι. (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a1-4)
There are three kinds of proofs provided through the speech: some consist in the
character of the speaker, others in disposing the listener in some way, others in the
speech itself, through showing or appearing to show [something]
The second description here, “disposing the listener,” refers to the listener’s
affective state. We may accordingly call these three proofs the ēthos-proof, the pathosproof, and the logos-proof. What makes them “technical,” again, is that they are provided
by the speaker through the speech, “through the method” (dia tēs methodou). So, what
one should learn from Aristotle’s Rhetoric is a method for constructing technical proofs
out of the persuasive factors available in any situation:
[3]
οὐ τὸ πεῖσαι ἔργον αὐτῆς, ἀλλὰ τὸ ἰδεῖν τὰ ὑπάρχοντα πιθανὰ περὶ ἕκαστον,
(Rhet. 1.1, 1355b10-11)
Its [rhetoric’s] function is not to persuade, but to see the persuasive factors
available in each situation.
[4]
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Ἔστω δὴ ἡ ῥητορικὴ δύναμις περὶ ἕκαστον τοῦ θεωρῆσαι τὸ ἐνδεχόμενον
πιθανόν. (Rhet. 1.2, 1355b25-26)
Let rhetoric be the capacity of grasping the possibly persuasive factors in each
situation

A major question facing interpreters of the Rhetoric is what norms govern the
construction and use of these technical proofs. In particular: what makes the logos-proof
specifically rhetorical, and what makes pathos-proof and ēthos-proof legitimate sources
of persuasion? My contribution to this question will come in Chapters 3-5, but it will help
to clear some preliminary ground up front.
The logos-proof is commonly, and I think rightly, considered primary in
Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric.30 Yet in passage [2] above, where it is the third kind of
proof, its characterization is extremely unclear. What is it for a logos to “show or appear
to show” something? Regarding all three kinds (eidē) of proof, Aristotle uses parallel en
+ dative constructions, which I translate as “consist in…”: some proofs “consist in the
character” (en tō ethei); some “consist in disposing the listener in some way” (en tō ton
akroatēn diatheinai pōs); and some “consist in the logos” (en autō tō logō). This latter
kind supposedly works through “showing or appearing to show” something, but what
does this mean? Since logos can refer to many things, including speech, reason, account,
and argument, how does a logos-proof differ from the pathos-proof and ēthos-proof, if all
three kinds, in order to be “technical,” are provided “through” the speech (dia tou logou)?
Elsewhere, it is clearer that what Aristotle means by this third kind of proof is an
argument, and a special kind of rhetorical argument, called the “enthymeme”

30

See especially Rapp (2018) for this view.
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(enthumēma). He describes the enthymeme as “a sort of deduction” (sullogismos tis)
(Rhet. 1.1, 1355a8), and as a “rhetorical deduction” (rhetorikon sullogismon) (Rhet. 1.2,
1356b5). He identifies it as the “body” (sōma) of proof (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a14), in contrast
to the “supplements” or “appendages” (ta alla prosthēkai) of the craft – those tactics
“outside the thing at issue” (exō tou pragmatos) (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a13-15). Aristotle makes
this point while criticizing previous “technical writers” (sophists and orators who wrote
rhetorical handbooks) for their focus on arousing feelings (pathē tēs psuchēs) in the
audience and their neglect of enthymemes (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a16). The enthymeme is a
rhetorical argument, which is the “body” of proof, and, he says slightly later, the “most
authoritative” among the proofs:
[5]
ἔστι δ᾽ ἀπόδειξις ῥητορικὴ ἐνθύμημα, καὶ ἔστι τοῦτο ὡς εἰπεῖν ἁπλῶς κυριώτατον
τῶν πίστεων (Rhet. 1.1, 1355a6-8)
The enthymeme is the rhetorical demonstration, and this is, so to say, simply the
most authoritative proof

While we cannot definitively conclude, from these considerations, that the enthymeme is
the third kind of proof mentioned in passage [2] (that which is “ἐν αὐτῷ τῷ λόγῳ διὰ τοῦ
δεικνύναι ἢ φαίνεσθαι δεικνύναι,” “in the logos itself, through showing or appearing to
show something”), it is the most plausible candidate. Thus in Chapters 3 and 4 I give an
interpretation of the logos-proof by giving an interpretation of the enthymeme.
In Chapter 5 I discuss the ēthos-proof. Unlike the pathos-proof, the ēthos-proof,
like the logos-proof, is given a special role in rhetoric. Aristotle uses the same language
to describe the ēthos-proof that we saw above, in passage [5], in regard to the
enthymeme:
18

[6]
ἀλλὰ σχεδὸν ὡς εἰπεῖν κυριωτάτην ἔχει πίστιν τὸ ἦθος. (1.2, 1356a13)
Character is, so to say, roughly the most authoritative means of persuasion

My intention in Chapter 5 is to make sense of this claim, given the parallel claim in [5].
I omit discussing the pathos-proof. This is partly because the pathos-proof has
been the subject of Dow’s (2015) recent and thorough study. Although I do not agree
with the importance Dow assigns to the pathos-proof in the context of Aristotle’s
rhetorical theory, I accept his characterization of how the pathos-proof functions. A more
important reason for my omission is Aristotle’s admonition against the over-use of pathē
in Rhet. 1.1. After criticizing his predecessors for focusing on the “supplements” or
“appendages” (ta alla prosthēkai) which are “outside the thing at issue” (exō tou
pragmatos) (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a13-15), he suggests that a technical handbook which
emphasizes the pathos-proof (a fault he attributes to his predecessors) is
counterproductive to the aims of the craft:
[7]
ὅμοιον γὰρ κἂν εἴ τις ᾧ μέλλει χρῆσθαι κανόνι, τοῦτον ποιήσειε στρεβλόν. (Rhet.
1.1, 1354a25-26)
For it is as if someone who is about to use a standard made it crooked

It is clear from Rhet. 1.1 that the primary way Aristotle intends to distinguish himself
from his predecessors is with respect the pathos-proof.
The thought expressed metaphorically in [7], that the audience is a standard, is
present throughout the Rhetoric, through the consistent references to the audience’s role
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as judge (kritēs). For instance, it is at the beginning of Book 2 – the Book where Aristotle
taxonomizes the pathē – where he states:
[8]
ἐπεὶ δὲ ἕνεκα κρίσεώς ἐστιν ἡ ῥητορική (καὶ γὰρ τὰς συμβουλὰς κρίνουσι καὶ ἡ
δίκη κρίσις ἐστίν), ἀνάγκη μὴ μόνον πρὸς τὸν λόγον ὁρᾶν, ὅπως ἀποδεικτικὸς
ἔσται καὶ πιστός, ἀλλὰ καὶ αὑτὸν ποιόν τινα καὶ τὸν κριτὴν κατασκευάζειν· (Rhet.
2.1, 1377b20-24)
Since rhetoric is for the sake of judgment (for people make judgments about
advice and a trial is a judgment), it is not only necessary to look to the argument,
which will be demonstrative and persuasive, but also necessary that [the speaker]
make himself a certain way, and make the audience a certain way
The fact that the rhetorical technē is for the sake of judgment is the reason why the ēthosand pathos- proof must be part of it. Aristotle elaborates on how the condition of the
listener can affect their judgment:31
[9]
οὐ γὰρ ταὐτὰ φαίνεται φιλοῦσι καὶ μισοῦσιν, οὐδ’ ὀργιζομένοις καὶ πράως
ἔχουσιν, ἀλλ’ ἢ τὸ παράπαν ἕτερα ἢ κατὰ μέγεθος ἕτερα· (Rhet. 2.1, 1377b311378a1)
For [something] does not appear the same [way] to those who love and to those
who hate, nor to those who are angry or those in a mild condition, but rather
[something appears] either altogether different or different in magnitude.

Our feelings affect how things appear to us. The connection between feelings, how things
appear, and how we judge, is made tighter when he goes on to give what seems like a
definition of “pathos”:
[10]
ἔστι δὲ τὰ πάθη δι’ ὅσα μεταβάλλοντες διαφέρουσι πρὸς τὰς κρίσεις (Rhet. 2.1,
1378a19-20)

He also elaborates why the ēthos-proof is needed, but in a very different way which suggests the ēthosproof has a positive, and not only remedial, role in persuasion.
31
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The feelings are those things through which, by changing [them], people differ
with respect to their judgments

It is because rhetoric is for the sake of judgement that speakers must move past
argument and consider the ēthos- and pathos-proof. The pathos-proof in particular is
included only because the audience is a standard, and a standard may start out crooked
and need correction before it is to be used. So construed, the pathos-proof is a remedial,
corrective sort of persuasive instrument for Aristotle, and not the positive grounds for the
audience’s conviction.32 This is why Aristotle can include pathos-proof as a technical
proof in [2], introduce it as “necessary” in [8], even though he criticize his predecessors
so forcefully in Rhet. 1.1. If an orator uses the pathos-proof as a positive, rather than a
corrective, instrument, they are open to Aristotle’s criticism in [7].
One might nevertheless take issue with this remedial interpretation, given the
inclusion of the pathos-proof as one of the three technical proofs, and especially given
the lengthy Book 2, which is largely a taxonomy of the pathē. Why would Aristotle
devote so much space to the pathē if the pathos-proof is relatively unimportant? In
response to this concern, it is first worth keeping in mind that the quantity of words, or
relative space, is dubious evidence when it comes to the Rhetoric. This is for reasons
mentioned earlier, namely, that the text we have is heavily edited from Aristotle’s source
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On alternative interpretations of the pathos-proof, it plays a constitutive role in rational persuasion. For
example, Dow (2015) says an appeal to pathos can provide the audience with grounds for belief, because a
pathos is “a way of taking things to be the way they are represented” (105). Nussbaum (1996) similarly
attributes a cognitive account of emotions to Aristotle, rendering them an aspect of rationality: “beliefs,”
she says, “must be regarded as constituent parts of what the emotion is” (309). Abizadeh (2011, 271)
argues that ēthos and pathos are responsible for leading an argument – in both rhetorical persuasion and the
deliberation of the phronimos – to its conclusion (271).
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material. So, the fact that Aristotle gives a long treatment of pathē cannot be taken as an
indication of the importance of the pathos-proof in his conception of rhetoric; these
materials may have been grouped together by an editor who found it helpful to group
them together, and we of course do not know what other parts we are missing. In any
case, if I am right that Aristotle considered the pathos-proof to be a remedial, corrective
sort of instrument, rather than positive grounds for conviction, his text would plausibly
look the same: it would be just as important to taxonomize the pathē, so that they might
be corrected by a speaker, as it would be to taxonomize them so that they could be further
warped.
In short, the reason for my focus on the logos-proof and the ēthos-proof is this:
there is a plethora of evidence that the logos-proof is primary, no evidence that the
pathos-proof is primary, and conflicting evidence about the ēthos-proof. The ēthos-proof
sometimes appears to be intended on the same level as the logos-proof, and sometimes on
the same level as the pathos-proof.
My contribution to the theory of proof in the Rhetoric is contained in the
following chapters. In sum, I hope to show that understanding the theory of proof (the
technical pisteis) depends on understanding the “things at issue” (the pragmata), i.e., the
things in need of proof. Accordingly, I begin, in Chapter 2, with a discussion of the
pragmata of rhetoric. These things are, at one level, identical to the subject matter of the
political expertise (politikē): practical matters about which we deliberate. But rhetoric
deals more narrowly with those matters that require public deliberation and judgment.
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Based on the implications of this difference, in Chapter 2 I conclude that rhētorikē and
politikē are distinct kinds of knowledge.
The remaining chapters turn to Aristotle’s theory of rhetorical proof. I begin with
the most important of the three proofs: logos. Rhetoric is primarily a skill in reasoning; it
is closely related to dialectic (dialektikē) (e.g., Rhet. 1.1, 1354a1). Aristotle characterizes
both rhetoric and dialectic as capacities of reasoning in general – i.e., reasoning about any
subject matter (Rhet. 1.1, 1355b8-10; 1.2, 1356a30-33; 1.4, 1359b12-16). In Chapter 3, I
discuss the norms shared by rhetorical and dialectical reasoning: both result in informally
valid arguments whose premises are based on what is commonly believed (ta endoxa). I
argue that endoxa is a normative notion for Aristotle. In Chapter 4 I discuss additional
norms governing rhetorical premises in particular. The account of rhetorical reasoning
presented in these two chapters has the following result. Unlike dialectical deductions,
rhetorical deductions (what Aristotle calls “enthumēmata”) cannot compel a rational
audience to draw the target conclusion. They function rather like “considerations” for the
audience’s judgment.
Finally, in Chapter 5 I turn to another kind of rhetorical proof: ēthos. Aristotle
claims, puzzlingly, that both logos and ēthos are the “most authoritative” among proofs
(passages [5] and [6], above). A further obstacle to understanding how both logos and
ēthos contribute to persuasion is the fact that Aristotle does not treat the ēthos-proof
separately; its discussion is interwoven with the discussion of logos. In this chapter, I
offer a way through these interpretive challenges. I argue that the speaker’s ēthos is
conveyed through argument but remains a source of persuasion separate from argument.
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The peculiar relationship between logos and ēthos in rhetoric indicates another way in
which the pragmata affects the norms of proof. In Aristotle’s view, for the practical
matters about which we deliberate with others, the persuasiveness of speech and
argument relies on the believability of the speaker.
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Chapter 2: Rhetoric and Politics
Part 1. Introduction
In several places in the Rhetoric and the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle describes
the relationship between “the art of rhetoric” (rhētorikē) and “the art of politics”
(politikē). In the Rhetoric, this relationship is complicated, and its precise nature is
obscure: Aristotle says that rhetoric is an “offshoot,” (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a25-27), “wears the
figure,” (1356a27-30), and “is composed” (1.4, 1359b8-11) of politics. In the EN, the
relationship appears to be more straightforward: rhetoric is simply subordinate to politics,
in the same way every other art is subordinate to it (EN 1.2, 1094a24-b3; 10.9, 1181a1419). My aim in this chapter is to interpret both sets of texts with a view toward
understanding how Aristotle conceived of the relationship between rhetoric and politics.

A. Historical background
This question – how the two arts relate to each other – was of considerable
interest to Aristotle’s intellectual predecessors, and his own view must be approached in
this context. On the one hand, there was a diverse group of thinkers known as the
“sophists,” comprised of individuals such as Protagoras, Gorgias, Hippias, Prodicus,
Antiphon, and others, many of whom taught and practiced rhetoric. They championed
rhetoric as “the greatest of all arts” (e.g., Grg. 451d6; 456a7-8). On this, “Sophist’s
View,” rhetoric is the architectonic art which rules the others, including politics. On the
other hand, there were Plato and Socrates, who considered rhetoric to be a dangerous art
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which, if admitted at all, must be strictly controlled by wise politicians (Plt. 304c6-d2), or
only exercised by the wise themselves (Phdr. 260d6-7). On this, “Philosopher’s View,”
the relationship is reversed: politics is the architectonic art which rules the others,
including rhetoric.
Each of these views appears in a more radical mood, where the subordinate art
ceases to exist in its own right, i.e., fails to count as its own body of knowledge.
Sometimes, the art of politics disappears completely from the Sophist’s View; politics
turns out to be, not only controlled by rhetoric, but replaced by it. Plato often depicts the
danger of the sophists to lie in precisely the insidious way in which this happens. For
instance, he shows the sophist Protagoras slip from a claim to teach rhetoric to a claim to
teach politics (Prt. 318e5-319a2); over a longer stretch of text, Gorgias does the same
thing, moving from claiming to teach rhetoric to claiming to teach about “just and unjust
things,” the subject matter of politics (Grg. 452e1-4, 454b7, 460a3-4).
This account, on which Gorgias claims to teach not only speaking, but substantive
moral-political value, is somewhat contradicted in the Meno. There, Socrates calls the
sophists “teachers of virtue,” (didaskaloi aretēs), and Meno brings up Gorgias as an
exception, noting that he – unlike the other sophists – only promises to teach speaking
(legein), not virtue (Men. 95b10-c4). Yet, the confusion about what exactly Gorgias
claimed, and the conflation between the claims to teach persuasive speech and the claim
to teach political virtue, is precisely the point which, I think, concerned Plato. Thus, in
this passage in the Meno, Socrates goes on to ask, “then do the sophists not seem to you
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to be teachers [i.e., of virtue]?” and Meno replies, “I cannot say, Socrates… sometimes
they seem so, sometimes not.”33
Part of the danger of the sophist is that sometimes they seem one way, sometimes
another way; one does not know for sure what one is getting (cf. Prt. 312a1-c). One does
not know the subject matter of the sophist’s expertise (e.g., Soph. 217a3-b3, 218d3), and
accordingly, one does not know what one will come to learn. Does a student of the
sophists learn about political speech, namely, how to be persuasive? Or does he learn
about what political speech is about, namely, the truth of moral-political matters? The
uncertainty about these options gives way to a darker question: is there a difference, on
the Sophist’s View, between the persuasive and the moral-political truth? On its more
radical version, there is not.
The Philosopher’s View has a more radical mood as well. While Plato sometimes
recognizes the art of rhetoric as an art in the same class as generalship (stratēgia) and
judging (dikastikē) (Plt. 303e10), elsewhere he denies it the status of an “art” at all. In the
Gorgias, Socrates argues that rhetoric is not an “art” (technē), but just a “knack”
(empeiria) (Grg. 462c2), by which he means at least two things: one, that its practitioners
lack a rational account (logos) and instead proceed by trial and error (465a2-4; 501a3-4),
and two, it does not produce goods, but only the appearance of goods (465b5; 500b4;
501a5-b1).

ΣΩ. Οὐδ’ ἄρα σοὶ δοκοῦσιν οἱ σοφισταὶ διδάσκαλοι εἶναι; ΜΕΝ. Οὐκ ἔχω λέγειν, ὦ Σώκρατες. καὶ γὰρ
αὐτὸς ὅπερ οἱ πολλοὶ πέπονθα· τοτὲ μέν μοι δοκοῦσιν, τοτὲ δὲ οὔ. (Men. 95c5-8).
33
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For the present purposes, what is important is the parallel between the two views,
and between their radical moods. On the Sophist’s View, rhetoric rules politics; on the
Philosopher’s View, politics rules rhetoric. On the radical Sophist’s View, politics ceases
to exist in its own right; it is just subsumed by the art of persuasive speaking. On the
radical Philosopher’s View, rhetoric ceases to exist as a separate art for politics to rule; it
simply disappears.

B. Key Rhetoric passages
We would expect Aristotle to complicate this dichotomy between the Sophist’s
View and the Philosopher’s View. As a philosopher and a student of Plato, he was
sharply critical of the sophists; but at the same time, as a pragmatic thinker, he wrote a
handbook and lectured on the art of rhetoric. In his handbook, the Rhetoric, he describes
a complicated relationship between rhetoric and politics. Here are the three key passages,
to which I’ll repeatedly return.
[1] Offshoot
ὥστε συμβαίνει τὴν ῥητορικὴν οἷον παραφυές τι τῆς διαλεκτικῆς εἶναι καὶ τῆς
περὶ τὰ ἤθη πραματείας, ἣν δίκαιόν ἐστι προσαγορεύειν πολιτικήν. (Rhet. 1.2,
1356a25-27)34
Thus it follows that rhetoric is sort of offshoot of dialectic and of work in ethics,
which it is right to call politics

Cope’s (1867, 33) comment on “παραφυές” is helpful. He says it “denotes either a branch or a separate
plant ‘growing alongside’ of the parent plant, and proceeding either from the stem or the room, as a scion
or offshoot… rhetoric is represented by this metaphor as a scion derived from two stocks or plants,
Dialectics and Ethics, not identical with either, but with a general or inherited family resemblance to both.”
34
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What does it mean to be a “sort of offshoot”? This metaphorical phrase describes
rhetoric’s relation to both the art of politics, and the art of dialectic. A similar passage
replaces this metaphor with another description:
[2] Composition
ὅπερ γὰρ καὶ πρότερον εἰρηκότες τυγχάνομεν ἀληθές ἐστιν, ὅτι ἡ ῥητορικὴ
σύγκειται μὲν ἔκ τε τῆς ἀναλυτικῆς ἐπιστήμης καὶ τῆς περὶ τὰ ἤθη πολιτικῆς
(Rhet. 1.4, 1359b8-11)
For that which we in fact already said earlier is true: that rhetoric is composed of
both the science of analytics and the art of politics concerned with character…
According to these passages, rhetoric is a “sort of offshoot” of, and is “composed” of
both politics (and ethics) and dialectic (and analytic). Offshoot suggests rhetoric is a
smaller, subordinate part of these other arts. But Composition nearly reverses this:
rhetoric is the “larger” art, composed out of (ek) politics and dialectic; it is a whole with
politics and dialectic as its parts.
A third passage does not fit neatly into either picture:
[3] Figure
διὸ καὶ ὑποδύεται ὑπὸ τὸ σχῆμα τὸ τῆς πολιτικῆς ἡ ῥητορικὴ καὶ οἱ
ἀντιποιούμενοι ταύτης τὰ μὲν δι’ ἀπαιδευσίαν, τὰ δὲ δι’ ἀλαζονείαν, τὰ δὲ καὶ δι’
ἄλλας αἰτίας ἀνθρωπικάς· (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a27-30).
That is why rhetoric puts on the figure of politics, and so too do those who lay
claim to it through their lack of educatedness or through imposture or through
some other human fault

This passage describes only the relationship between rhetoric and politics; dialectic is left
out. What does it mean to “put on the figure” of politics? In his commentary, Cope
(1967) offers these alternative translations of ὑποδύεται ὑπὸ τὸ σχῆμα: it “creeps under,
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insinuates itself into, the form or figure;’ ‘assumes the mask or disguise of (for the
purpose of acting a part’; ‘personates’” (34). This “creeping under,” or “putting on the
figure” is somehow done “through lack of educatedness” or “through imposture” (δι’
ἀλαζονείαν). Cope comments that δι’ ἀλαζονείαν “implies both presumption and
imposture; either a character between both and a mixture of both… or again a character
in which either presumption or imposture is characteristic and predominant” (34). Here,
rhetoric is again somehow “under” politics, but in the peculiar way in which something
may be under a mask.
Given these passages, it is difficult to know where to place Aristotle’s view with
respect to the Sophist’s View and Philosopher’s View. On the one hand Figure evokes
the same concern which Plato took to the Sophist’s View. If rhetoric “creeps under,”
“personates” or “wears” the shape, mask, or disguise of politics, then Aristotle is
suggesting that the two are not easily distinguished from each other; a person could be
easily deceived, for instance, thinking the excellent speaker is an excellent politician, or
thinking that by going to learn rhetoric, he is going to learn politics. On the other hand,
Aristotle is not himself deceived or deceiving; he is not (as Plato depicts the sophists)
slipping from one to the other, either unwittingly or disingenuously. On the contrary,
Offshoot and Composition show his attempts to describe a relationship between two
distinct arts. Even Figure preserves the thought that there are two things there which can
be confused; one thing (rhetoric) wears a disguise of the other (politics).
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C. The interpretive debate
The obscurity of these passages has resulted in a wide range of answers to the
question of how Aristotle conceived of the relationship between rhetoric and politics. The
literature is difficult because there are several junctures for disagreement, and the
juncture at which commentators turn away from each other, and end up with different
overall interpretations, is not always clear. For instance, a reader must come to these
Rhetoric passages, Offshoot, Composition, and Figure, with a substantive interpretation
of what Aristotle means by “politics” and what he means by “rhetoric” already in hand.
A clean disagreement must take place on some clean common ground, but these
passages offer none. For this reason, I will relegate most of the discussion of the literature
to Part 4, after I give an interpretation of what Aristotle means by “politikē” (Part 2) and
“rhētorikē” (Part 3). Nevertheless, it will be useful to make some general points upfront
about the interpretive debate. Most commentators, reasonably, take Aristotle in these
passages to establish a close relationship between the two kinds of knowledge. But most
go further and claim that the two kinds of knowledge must overlap significantly, in the
form of one entailing the other; I’ll label these the “Overlap” interpretations. On one
broad Overlap interpretation, rhetorical knowledge entails political knowledge. Thus, on
the extreme version of this view, the excellent orator would also have to be a politikos, an
expert in public affairs. On a moderate version of this view, the excellent orator would
just need some kind of political knowledge, though perhaps not the full knowledge of the
politikos. A second broad Overlap interpretation reverses this relation: political
knowledge entails rhetorical knowledge. Taken to its extreme, this view means the
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politikos will have to also be an excellent orator. In its moderate version, it means that the
politikos will need some rhetorical knowledge, though perhaps not the full knowledge of
an excellent orator.
I hope to ultimately show that Aristotle separates rhetorical and political
knowledge more than the strong Overlap interpretations suggest. Aristotle leaves open
the possibility for an excellent orator who is not a politikos and the possibility for a
politikos who is not an excellent orator; consequently, neither strong version of the
Overlap views can be right. Such possibilities are necessary features of Aristotle’s view, I
argue, because he recognizes a crucial difference in the two kinds of knowledge, namely,
that rhetoric is a kind of craft knowledge while politics is a kind of practical wisdom. I
discuss these statuses in Parts 2 and 3.
This difference has several significant implications, which I discuss in Part 4.
First, the characteristic activity of the rhetorical capacity is advising, while the
characteristic activity of the political capacity is deliberating. Again, most commentators
have found a strong resemblance in these activities, and accordingly, a structural
resemblance in the corresponding capacities, supporting the moderate Overlap
interpretations. I show that they are in fact structurally different capacities for Aristotle.
Second, the rhetorical capacity can be acquired discursively, through teaching, while the
political capacity must be acquired through non-discursive experience. It follows that any
instance of rhetorical persuasion is an instance of public deliberation, where the political
knowledge is exercised not primarily by the orator, but by the members of the audience.
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D. Key Nicomachean Ethics passages
A good starting-point for interpreting the Rhetoric passages, and for
understanding the relationship between rhetoric and politics, is the Nicomachean Ethics,
specifically two places where Aristotle describes the relationship in much more
straightforward terms. He claims that rhetoric is subordinate to politics.
The first place is EN 1.2, where he mentions rhetoric as one example in a list of
subordinate crafts and sciences. Politics is identified there as the architectonic art or
science, the one whose end is the highest human good, and which regulates all the other
human endeavors, including rhetoric.
[4] Subordination
εἰ δ’ οὕτω, πειρατέον τύπῳ γε περιλαβεῖν αὐτὸ τί ποτ’ ἐστὶ καὶ τίνος τῶν
ἐπιστημῶν ἢ δυνάμεων. δόξειε δ’ ἂν τῆς κυριωτάτης καὶ μάλιστα ἀρχιτεκτονικῆς.
τοιαύτη δ’ ἡ πολιτικὴ φαίνεται· τίνας γὰρ εἶναι χρεὼν τῶν ἐπιστημῶν ἐν ταῖς
πόλεσι, καὶ ποίας ἑκάστους μανθάνειν καὶ μέχρι τίνος, αὕτη διατάσσει· ὁρῶμεν
δὲ καὶ τὰς ἐντιμοτάτας τῶν δυνάμεων ὑπὸ ταύτην οὔσας, οἷον στρατηγικὴν
οἰκονομικὴν ῥητορικήν· (EN 1.2, 1094a24-b3)
If it is thus [i.e., if there is a highest good for human beings], we should try to
grasp in outline what it is, and to which sciences or capacities it belongs. And it
would seem to belong to the most authoritative and architectonic [science or
capacity], and this appears to be politics. For it belongs to this one to control, for
the sciences in a city, which people should learn each and how far [they should
learn it]. And we see that even the most honored capacities are under it, such as
generalship, economics, and rhetoric.

In this passage, the relationship between rhetoric and politics is straightforward: rhetoric,
like every other science, art, and capacity – including the other “most honored ones” –
falls underneath (hupo), is subordinate to, politics.
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In EN 1.2 Aristotle does not make much of this claim; it is made almost in
passing. Its significance does not become clear until EN 10.9, where he again says that
rhetoric is subordinate to politics, but this time in the context of criticizing a view held by
some unnamed sophists. In this EN 10.9 passage, there are actually two views he
attributes to the sophists: they think either politics is the same as rhetoric, or it is inferior
to rhetoric. Both positions are clearly incompatible with Aristotle’s own claim, that
rhetoric is subordinate to politics.
[5] Sophists
τῶν δὲ σοφιστῶν οἱ ἐπαγγελλόμενοι λίαν φαίνονται πόρρω εἶναι τοῦ διδάξαι.
ὅλως γὰρ οὐδὲ ποῖόν τι ἐστὶν ἢ περὶ ποῖα ἴσασιν· οὐ γὰρ ἂν τὴν αὐτὴν τῇ
ῥητορικῇ οὐδὲ χείρω ἐτίθεσαν, οὐδ’ ἂν ᾤοντο ῥᾴδιον εἶναι τὸ νομοθετῆσαι
συναγαγόντι τοὺς εὐδοκιμοῦντας τῶν νόμων· (EN 10.9, 1181a12-17)
But among the sophists, the ones who claim [to teach politics] are evidently far
from teaching it. For they know altogether nothing of what it is or what it is about.
For otherwise they would not assume that [politics] is the same as rhetoric or
inferior to it, and they would not they think that legislating is easily done by
collecting the well-reputed among the laws.

According to this passage, it is due to the sophists’ ignorance about politics –
what it is and what it is about (not, notably, what rhetoric is and what it is about) – that
they think politics is the same as or inferior to rhetoric. Of course, elsewhere Aristotle is
also critical of the sophists’ conception of rhetoric, most notably in Rhet. 1.1, where, after
an extended critique of the previous “technical writers” (technologontes) on the subject
(Rhet. 1.1, 1354b17), he claims his own inquiry will “start anew” (ex huparchēs)
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(1355b24).35 But this EN 10.9 passages makes clear that, in Aristotle’s view, one way the
sophists go wrong is by having the wrong conception of politics. In Part 2 I turn to the
view of politics Aristotle attributes to sophists, and what his evaluation of the attributed
view implies about his own view of politics.

Part 2. The “art” of politics
A. Politics, according to the sophists
EN 10.9 is often read as a transition from the Ethics to the Politics, and this is the
chapter where Aristotle criticizes the sophists’ view of politics. The chapter begins with
the question of how people can become good, which, Aristotle reminds us, is the purpose
of the whole investigation (EN 10.9, 1179b1-4). He says that arguments (logoi) are not by
themselves sufficient to make people good, since we must first have been habituated the
right way, in order for arguments to have this effect (1179b5-19). One way of ensuring
this baseline of correct habituation is to have good laws, under which the citizens can be
brought up (1179b33-1180a5). For this reason, a discussion about how people can

Aristotle refers to the predecessors writing technical handbooks on the craft of rhetoric (“hoi alloi
technologousi”) four times in the opening chapter: 1354a12-15; 1354b16-17; 1354b25-26; 1355a19-20. He
clearly saw his account as a departure from theirs. But who exactly he is referring to in these passages is
less clear.
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Some think that he is referring to the rhetorical tradition of political orators like Isocrates (e.g.
McCabe, 1994, 138). Others think he refers exclusively to sophists such as Thrasymachus and Gorgias and
their teaching of rhetoric (e.g. Dow, 2015, 15). This isn’t an insignificant difference, since Isocrates
purports to provide an alternative, non-sophistic account of the craft in his Against the Sophists. So one
might think that coming down on one side of this interpretive question (who are the “alloi” he refers to?)
matters. But as far as I have an opinion about this, it is that the ambiguity of Aristotle’s target is instructive:
he probably recognized the two accounts, but considered both subject to the same criticism. A similar
interpretation is suggested by Kennedy (1991), who says that Aristotle “doubtless thought that Isocrates
was at heart a sophist,” (12) even if Isocrates construed his art as philosophical. For further discussion on
Aristotle’s treatment of the predecessors in Rhet. 1.1, see Schütrumpf (1994).
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become good leads to a discussion of the importance of laws, and eventually, to the
question of how people can become good legislators. Thus, Aristotle asks:
ἆρ’ οὖν μετὰ τοῦτο ἐπισκεπτέον πόθεν ἢ πῶς νομοθετικὸς γένοιτ’ ἄν τις; ἢ
καθάπερ ἐπὶ τῶν ἄλλων, παρὰ τῶν πολιτικῶν; μόριον γὰρ ἐδόκει τῆς πολιτικῆς
εἶναι. ἢ οὐχ ὅμοιον φαίνεται ἐπὶ τῆς πολιτικῆς καὶ τῶν λοιπῶν ἐπιστημῶν τε καὶ
δυνάμεων; ἐν μὲν γὰρ ταῖς ἄλλαις οἱ αὐτοὶ φαίνονται τάς τε δυνάμεις
παραδιδόντες καὶ ἐνεργοῦντες ἀπ’ αὐτῶν, οἷον ἰατροὶ γραφεῖς· τὰ δὲ πολιτικὰ
ἐπαγγέλλονται μὲν διδάσκειν οἱ σοφισταί, πράττει δ’ αὐτῶν οὐδείς, ἀλλ’ οἱ
πολιτευόμενοι, οἳ δόξαιεν ἂν δυνάμει τινὶ τοῦτο πράττειν καὶ ἐμπειρίᾳ μᾶλλον ἢ
διανοίᾳ·(EN 10.9, 1180b30-1181a4).
Now after this, should we investigate from what and in what way someone could
become a legislator? Or is it, just as in the case of the others, from politicians? For
[the art of legislation] seems to be a part of the art of politics. Or does it seem that
the art of politics is not similar to the rest of the sciences and capacities? For in
the case of the others, the ones who teach the capacity and the ones who practice
it appear to be the same, for example, doctors and painters. But the sophists claim
to teach politics, but none of them do it; rather, [it is] the politically active people,
who seem to do this through some sort of capacity and experience more than
through thought.
The question the EN has arrived at, from the question of how people can become good, is
how people acquire the art of politics, and specifically, the art of legislation. Aristotle’s
hypothesis in the passage quoted above is that people acquire it in same way they acquire
all the other arts, by learning from those who practice it. But the hypothesis faces some
counterevidence: politics appears to be different from the other arts, because the sophists
claim to teach it, yet they do not practice it themselves.
Since the sophists do not practice politics, why would they claim to teach it? One
possible answer is that they are disingenuous, falsely advertising that they teach politics
when they know that all they could teach is rhetoric, since rhetoric is what they
undoubtedly do practice. Another possibility is that they are not disingenuous, but simply
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reject the principle that the teachers of X must be practitioners of X. If they reject this
principle, the sophists may claim to teach politics while admitting that they only practice
rhetoric themselves. A third possibility that they are ignorant about what politics is, such
that by teaching rhetoric they falsely believe they are teaching politics, and by practicing
rhetoric they falsely believe they are practicing politics.
This third option is ultimately Aristotle’s explanation. In his view, the sophists
claim to teach politics, despite not practicing it themselves, because they are ignorant
about what it is (ti estin) and what it is about (peri poia). Here is the key passage [5]
quoted previously, now extended to include a few additional lines:
[5] Sophists
τῶν δὲ σοφιστῶν οἱ ἐπαγγελλόμενοι λίαν φαίνονται πόρρω εἶναι τοῦ διδάξαι.
ὅλως γὰρ οὐδὲ ποῖόν τι ἐστὶν ἢ περὶ ποῖα ἴσασιν· οὐ γὰρ ἂν τὴν αὐτὴν τῇ
ῥητορικῇ οὐδὲ χείρω ἐτίθεσαν, οὐδ’ ἂν ᾤοντο ῥᾴδιον εἶναι τὸ νομοθετῆσαι
συναγαγόντι τοὺς εὐδοκιμοῦντας τῶν νόμων· ἐκλέξασθαι γὰρ εἶναι τοὺς
ἀρίστους, ὥσπερ οὐδὲ τὴν ἐκλογὴν οὖσαν συνέσεως καὶ τὸ κρῖναι ὀρθῶς
μέγιστον, ὥσπερ ἐν τοῖς κατὰ μουσικήν. (EN 10.9, 1181a14-19)
But among the sophists, the ones who claim [to teach politics] are evidently far
from teaching it. For they know altogether nothing of what it is or what it is about.
For [the sophists] would not assume that it [politics] is the same as rhetoric or
inferior to it, and they would not they think that legislating is easily done by
collecting the well-reputed among the laws. For [politics] is the selection of the
best laws, [and the sophists reason] as if selection does not belong to
understanding and judging correctly were not the most important thing, as
in the case of music.
In the extended passage, we learn that the sophists think legislation, the architectonic
function of politics, is “easily done,” “by collecting well-reputed laws.” In contrast to
this, Aristotle’s own view of politics is that it is the “selection of the best laws,” and
results from “understanding” and “judging correctly.”
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Here, Aristotle is clearly attempting to describe some sort of conflict between his
own conception of politics and the sophists’ conception. The precise conflict he has in
mind is clarified when, a few lines later, he says:
οἱ δὲ νόμοι τῆς πολιτικῆς ἔργοις ἐοίκασιν· πῶς οὖν ἐκ τούτων νομοθετικὸς
γένοιτ’ ἄν τις, ἢ τοὺς ἀρίστους κρίναι; οὐ γὰρ φαίνονται οὐδ’ ἰατρικοὶ ἐκ τῶν
συγγραμμάτων γίνεσθαι. (EN 10.9, 1181a23-b3)
Laws seem to be the works of politics; now how might someone become a
legislator from these [i.e., from laws], or judge the best [of the laws]? For neither
do people appear to become doctors from textbooks.
The sophists are wrong to think legislation is “easily done” by “collecting well-reputed
laws” because people cannot learn how to write or judge laws from the pre-existing laws
themselves. But why is this? At first glance, Aristotle’s point appears to be that one
cannot learn an art simply by encountering the products of the art; one cannot learn the
art of legislation from a list of good laws, in the same way one cannot learn the art of
cobblery from a collection of good shoes. But the next, explanatory line (“for neither do
people appear to become doctors from textbooks”) confirms that this is not actually his
point. Textbooks are not the products of medicine, so his point rather seems to be this:
medicine requires experience, correct judgment, and understanding, and there is no set of
rules that can teach these things. Similarly, politics requires experience, since it involves
correct judgment and understanding, and there is no set of rules that can teach these
things.36

Aristotle’s point here is that political expertise cannot be learned from laws, but we might compare it to
Plato’s critique of the efficacy of laws in the Stateman. There, the Stranger’s point is that political expertise
cannot be perfectly expressed in laws; he says that political expertise (technē) is stronger (kreittō) than the
laws (296e5-297a5), since they are, at best, rough approximations of his knowledge (294a10-d1).
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In this discussion in EN 10.9, Aristotle’s observation and ultimate criticism of the
sophists’ claim to “teach” (didaskein) politics is directed at something quite narrow, like
didactic instruction. The reason people cannot learn politics from sophists is that people
cannot learn politics discursively, i.e., by attending lectures or reading textbooks. For he
has observed that hoi politeuomenoi, the politically active people, act “through
experience (empeiria) more than through thought (dianoia)” (EN 10.9, 1180b30-1181a4).
Aristotle’s critique of the sophists’ conception of politics is not a critique of their
particular way of teaching it, or the particular content they teach, as much as it is a
critique of the fact that they endeavor to “teach” it at all.
In summary, Aristotle attributes two beliefs to the sophists: (a) that politics is
inferior to or the same as rhetoric, and (b) that politics can be taught discursively. These
two beliefs are connected in Aristotle’s discussion because, evidently, he takes belief in
(b) – i.e., a false belief, ignorance, about politics – to be the explanation of belief in (a).
His disagreement with the sophists about (a), the relationship between rhetoric and
politics, relies on a disagreement about (b), what politics is, and specifically, whether it is
the sort of knowledge that can be taught and learned discursively.

B. Politics, according to Aristotle
In the context of EN 10.9, by politikē Aristotle evidently means nomothetikē, the
art of legislation; as we saw, the discussion takes off from the question of how someone
could become a nomothetikos. Yet elsewhere Aristotle acknowledges that nomothetikē is
only a “part” (morion) (1180b31) of the art of politics. In EN 6.8 he recognizes two other
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parts in addition: deliberative (bouleutikē) and judicial (dikastikē) politics. So, there is a
broader version of our question – what is the relationship between rhetoric and politics? –
and narrower versions of the question – what is the relationship between rhetoric and
legislation, and deliberation, and judgment? Before answering these in turn, I will first
look to how Aristotle arrives at these three parts to politics in general.37
Aristotle defines politikē in EN 6.8:
Ἔστι δὲ καὶ ἡ πολιτικὴ καὶ ἡ φρόνησις ἡ αὐτὴ μὲν ἕξις, τὸ μέντοι εἶναι οὐ ταὐτὸν
αὐταῖς. τῆς δὲ περὶ πόλιν ἣ μὲν ὡς ἀρχιτεκτονικὴ φρόνησις νομοθετική, ἣ δὲ ὡς
τὰ καθ’ ἕκαστα τὸ κοινὸν ἔχει ὄνομα, πολιτική· αὕτη δὲ πρακτικὴ καὶ
βουλευτική· τὸ γὰρ ψήφισμα πρακτὸν ὡς τὸ ἔσχατον (EN 6.8, 1141b23-28)
Politics and practical wisdom are the same state, but not the same in their being.
Of [practical wisdom] about the city, the one [part] is the legislative, architectonic
practical wisdom, and the other [part], about particulars, has a common name,
“politics.” And this latter part is practical and deliberative. For a decree is
practical, as the last thing.

Politics, considered as a type of knowledge, a state of the soul, is the same state as
phronēsis. It is distinguished “in being” only because it is directed at a different object:
phronēsis is directed at the “the individual himself” (peri auton kai hena) (1141b30) and
phronēsis-as-politics is directed at the city (cf. EN 6.1, 1130a12-13). This is a significant
claim, because it means that, for Aristotle, politics is not, properly speaking, an art or a
craft at all, but a virtue.38 It is not a kind of technical knowledge that can be used for good
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Sometimes Aristotle seems speak of legislative, deliberative, and judicial politics as different types of
knowledge (e.g. EN 6.8, 1141b25ff), and sometimes he speaks of them as “three parts” (tria moria) of
politics (e.g. Pol. 4.14, 1297b36ff).
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After describing craft knowledge in EN 6.4, and phronēsis in 6.5, Aristotle explains the difference this
way:
ἀλλὰ μὴν τέχνης μὲν ἔστιν ἀρετή, φρονήσεως δ’ οὐκ ἔστιν (EN 6.5, 1140b20-21)
But while there is a virtue of craft knowledge, there is not of phronēsis
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or bad ends, but is rather a kind of wisdom, intrinsically directed at the good. Thus, in
Aristotle’s view, what I have been calling “politics” or the “art of politics” is, properly
understood, political wisdom.
In the same chapter, Aristotle goes on to divide political wisdom into two parts:
the architectonic, legislative part and the part that concerns particulars, which itself
includes a deliberative and a judicial element (EN 6.8, 1141b32-33). He has several
reasons for treating the deliberative and judicial parts of politics together. These differ
from the legislative part because while the latter is the capacity for issuing general laws,
the former are capacities for issuing particular judgments. Deliberation in the citizen
assembly results in decrees (psēphismata) (EN 6.8, 1141b26-28), which are decisions
based on particular events (such as whether to make a treaty or go to war). Judging in the
law-courts issues verdicts (kriseis), which either acquit (apodikazei) or convict
(katadikazei) a particular person (e.g., Pol. 2.8, 1268b3-6; b11-18). The term “krisis” is
general, not technical, and Aristotle sometimes uses it or the cognate verb “krinein” for
both decrees and verdicts, meaning simply “judgment” or “discernment” (e.g., Pol. 4.14,
1298a30; Pol. 4.16, 1300b38).39 So while the deliberative, judicial, and legislative
functions are all elements of political wisdom, deliberative and judicial wisdom differ
from legislative wisdom in this respect: both make particular judgments, not laws.
Though historians note that in practice the division between laws and decrees was often

By this, he means that a craftsperson can use their craft knowledge well or badly; hence, there is a virtue of
it, or belonging to it, which is separate from the craft knowledge itself. In contrast, there is no separate
virtue to add to phronēsis. Cf. Rhet. 1.1, 1355b1-7.
39

In Pol. 4.14 Aristotle discusses deliberative function in detail; in 4.16 he discusses the judicial function in
detail. In both chapters he often describes the functions with the verb “krinein.”
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blurred, decrees were originally decisions based on particular events, as opposed to laws
expressing general principles.40 In any case, from his discussion of “decency” (epieikeia)
in EN 5.10, it is clear that this is how Aristotle understands the difference between
decrees and laws (e.g., 1137b28-34).41
The deliberative and judicial functions differ from legislation in another respect.
Aristotle says there is there is something “nameless” (anōnumon) which is common
(koinon) to both assemblymember (ekklēsiastēs) and juror (dikastēs) (Pol. 3.1, 1275a3032). He settles on calling both deliberative and judicial functions “unlimited offices”
(aoristai archai) (1275a31-32). Unlimited offices are those which a person can hold more
than once and for an unspecified among of time (1275a24-31), and the same people can
hold both simultaneously, while at the same time being soldiers, farmers, etc. (Pol. 4.4,
1291b1-4).42 In contrast, the legislator constitutes a “limited” office.43
It appears that Aristotle gives the “nameless” common element a name when at
the end of Pol. 3.1 he defines a citizen (politēs) as “the one eligible to take part in
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MacDowell (1978, 44-45).
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See Hansen (1999, ch. 7) for a discussion of this distinction in the 4 th century.

καὶ ταῦτ’ εἴτε κεχωρισμένως ὑπάρχει τισὶν εἴτε τοῖς αὐτοῖς, οὐθὲν διαφέρει πρὸς τὸν λόγον· καὶ γὰρ
ὁπλιτεύειν καὶ γεωργεῖν συμβαίνει τοῖς αὐτοῖς πολλάκις.
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And whether these [functions (erga)] exist in several people separately, or in the same people, it makes no
difference with respect to the argument (Pol. 4.4, 1291a18-30)
43

Aristotle probably refers here to the office of the nomothetai, established in Athens after the restoration
of democracy in 403. This office consisted of two boards responsible for revising and ratifying the laws of
Drakon and Solon, not for writing new ones. But the important difference was that the business of the
nomothetai was to be distinct from that of the assembly; the former dealt with laws (nomoi) and the latter
was responsible for decrees (psēphismata). See Hansen (1999, ch. 7, esp. 161-166) and MacDowell (1978,
48-49). The relationship between the nomothetai and the “rulers” (archontes) and the “ruled” (archomenoi)
would presumably vary, depending on the constitution (suggested by Pol. 7.14, 1332b32-35).
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deliberative and judicial office” (1275b17-20).44 But in fact he has just completed a
circular account: deliberative and judicial offices are held by citizens, and citizens are
defined as those eligible for deliberative and judicial office. How, then, are we to think
about the “unlimited” offices, the defining mark of a citizen, and the element common to
deliberative and judicial wisdom, and distinct from legislative wisdom? In the next
section, I look more closely at the functions of deliberation and judgment in order to
answer this question.

C. Deliberative wisdom
The primary evidence for Aristotle’s account of deliberation (bouleusis) comes in
EN 3.3, and in EN 6.5’s discussion of the phronimos, the practically wise person. The
primary evidence for his account of judgment (krisis) comes in EN 3.3 and in EN 6.10’s
discussion of the intellectual virtue of comprehension (sunesis).
In EN 3.3 Aristotle describes the proper objects of deliberation. He rules out
certain things: we do not deliberate about what is eternal, what is necessary, or what
happens by chance or luck (EN 3.3, 1112a23-27). Rather, we deliberate about what is “up
to us” (eph’ hēmin) and “doable in action” (prakton) (EN 3.3, 1112a30-31). We also do
not deliberate about things for which there already are exact sciences or crafts (such as
how to write the letters of the alphabet) (EN 3.3, 1112b1-2). We deliberate more about

τίς μὲν οὖν ἐστιν ὁ πολίτης, ἐκ τούτων φανερόν· ᾧ γὰρ ἐξουσία κοινωνεῖν ἀρχῆς βουλευτικῆς καὶ
κριτικῆς, πολίτην ἤδη λέγομεν εἶναι ταύτης τῆς πόλεως (3.1, 1275b17-20)
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the things “we doubt” (distazomen) (1112b8), whose results are “unclear” (adēlos), and
which contain the “undefined” (adioriston) (1112b9).
In EN 6.5, Aristotle describes the phronimos, the person with phronēsis, as
someone with the capacity for deliberating well (kalōs bouleusasthai) (EN 6.5, 1140a26).
There, the field of deliberation is described as what “has no craft”:
σημεῖον δ’ ὅτι καὶ τοὺς περί τι φρονίμους λέγομεν, ὅταν πρὸς τέλος τι σπουδαῖον
εὖ λογίσωνται, ὧν μή ἐστι τέχνη. (EN 6.5, 1140a28-30)
A sign [that the phronimos is a good deliberator] is that we call people phronimoi
whenever they reason well toward some excellent end, about things for which
there is no craft.
This characterization, that we deliberate about what has no craft, recurs elsewhere. In the
Physics Aristotle says plainly, “craft does not deliberate” (ἡ τέχνη οὐ βουλεύεται) (Phys.
2.8, 199b28). In the Rhetoric he specifies the subject matter of rhetoric as the objects of
deliberation, for which we have no craft: “the function of [rhetoric] is about the sorts of
things about which we deliberate and have no craft” (ἔστιν δὲ τὸ ἔργον αὐτῆς περί τε
τοιούτων περὶ ὧν βουλευόμεθα καὶ τέχνας μὴ ἔχομεν) (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a4-5).
Thus, Aristotle describes the field of deliberation as what is “up to us,” “doable in
action,” “indeterminate,” and “has no craft.” Yet this last descriptor – the opposition to
craft – introduces potential confusion, since Aristotle also uses an analogy to craft to
illustrate certain features of deliberation. For instance, in order to explain that the objects
of deliberation are means, not ends, he draws a comparison to the doctor, who does not
deliberate about whether to cure, and the orator, who does not deliberate about whether to
persuade (EN 3.3, 1112b11-15). Aristotle seems to suggest that even though the doctor
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does not deliberate about whether to cure, she does deliberate about how to cure. It then
appears that, contra EN 6.5, Phys. 2.8, and Rhet. 1.2, the crafts are deliberative.
We should avoid such a conclusion, however. Aristotle’s point about the doctor
and orator in EN 3.3 1112b11-15 is that the doctor’s medical skill comes into play only
after the end is set in the same way that deliberation comes into play only after the end is
set. In other words, the analogy to medicine and rhetoric in EN 3.3 is meant to dispel the
thought that we deliberate about ends. In Aristotle’s view, our ends are set; we deliberate
only about the means to bring about our ends (3.3, 1112b12-16).45 The fact that
deliberation shares this structural feature with the crafts does not entail that the crafts are
deliberative. Accordingly, on my reading, the analogy does not conflict with Aristotle’s
claims that we deliberate about what has no craft, and that craft does not deliberate.
A second potential confusion in Aristotle’s use of the craft analogy appears when
he compares two crafts and says we deliberate “more” about one than the other. This
point again seems to suggest that we do deliberate, to some degree, about – at least some
– crafts. For example:
καὶ περὶ κυβερνητικὴν μᾶλλον ἢ γυμναστικήν, ὅσῳ ἧττον διηκρίβωται, καὶ ἔτι
περὶ τῶν λοιπῶν ὁμοίως, μᾶλλον δὲ καὶ περὶ τὰς τέχνας ἢ τὰς ἐπιστήμας (EN 3.3,
1112b5-7)
and [we deliberate] more about navigation than athletics, insofar as it has been
less precisely defined, and similarly about the rest: [we deliberate] more about
crafts than sciences, for we have more doubt about these
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This distinction is difficult to maintain in practice, however. Or rather, it may be less important in
practice than it seems from this analogy. This is because, relative to the ultimate end for us, eudaimonia,
everything will be considered a means. See Reeve (1992, 83-84).
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I think we can dispel this potential confusion with a distinction between “navigation
knowledge,” understood as a set of rules or a method for navigating, and “the task of
navigation,” e.g., getting the ship home. Aristotle’s point in this passage, I want to
suggest, is that navigation knowledge is not sufficient for accomplishing the task of
getting the ship home; deliberation is also required. Medical knowledge is presumably
similar, given his comments elsewhere (e.g., EN 10.9, 1181a23-b3). Athletic knowledge,
in contrast, is sufficient for accomplishing its task, e.g., winning at the Olympics. This
just means that good deliberation will not help an athlete win. And deliberation enters
least into geometry because geometrical knowledge is always sufficient for
accomplishing the tasks of geometry. Thus, a navigator and a doctor must also be
deliberators in order to accomplish their tasks, but an athlete and a geometer need not
be.46
What explains this difference between tasks that involve supplementary
deliberation and tasks that do not? It cannot be simply the fact that some tasks deal with
indeterminate matter, and others deal with determinate form, because athletics – which,

This distinction is similar to the distinction often found in interpretations of Plato, between “stochastic”
crafts and “non-stochastic” crafts. Stochastic crafts paradigmatically include medicine and navigation; nonstochastic crafts paradigmatically include carpentry and mathematics. As Klein (2014) explains it, the
difference lies in whether “success depends on elements beyond the agent’s control,” (4) – if it does, then it
is stochastic.
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The distinction is also similar to the one Plato makes in the Gorgias, when Socrates and Gorgias
agree to the distinction between crafts that can be done “through silence” (dia sigēs), and crafts that
“accomplish everything through speech,” (dia logou pan perainousi). The latter include arithmetic,
calculating (logistikē), geometry, and rhetoric (Grg. 450b9-e2). The former include carpentry and
gymnastics.
But neither distinction quite captures what I am proposing here. These distinctions are ultimately
metaphysical: at the center of the stochastic/non-stochastic distinction is the indeterminacy of the world;
relatedly, at the center of the “through silence”/ “through speech” distinction is the involvement of matter.
In contrast, the distinction I am proposing between more-deliberative crafts and less-deliberative crafts is
epistemological, as I will explain in what follows.
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like geometry, is an example of what involves no deliberation – also deals with matter,
since it is about the body. The difference is better explained by a difference in how far
human knowledge has developed in a certain area.
The language of Aristotle’s claim also provides some clue that this is what he
means. He says we deliberate more about navigation than athletics “insofar as it has been
less precisely defined” (ὅσῳ ἧττον διηκρίβωται) (EN 3.3, 1112b5-7). The language has a
temporal-aspectual element (the perfect, it has been…), and an element we may interpret
relationally – the dia prefix (it is defined, discussed by us) – which together suggest that
Aristotle’s interest is in the contingent, epistemological status of the craft, and not the
metaphysical status of its subject matter. He might have instead said, for instance,
“insofar as it is less precise,” using a verb like ἀκριβόω that doesn’t imply changeability
or relation to us, but rather, the immutable nature of things (cf. GA 778a5-6).
On my interpretation, Aristotle’s point is not that navigation involves deliberation
insofar as it deals with subjects which are indeterminate by nature, but that it involves
deliberation insofar as it has, up to this point, been less precisely defined, discussed, and
worked through by human beings (or perhaps Athenians). This leaves open the possibility
that the precision of our grasp will change; we might develop and specify our grasp of the
sea and the stars, and insofar as we do, navigation will edge toward athletics as a kind of
knowledge sufficient for accomplishing its task.
Once we see that Aristotle’s point is about how precisely we happen to know a
given subject, and not about the knowability of the subject matter, we can see that the
point is also about how we learn – specifically, whether we can be taught discursively or
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whether we must learn through experience. We cannot discursively acquire knowledge
that has not yet been precisely articulated, for what would be written in the textbook or
said in the lectures? Insofar as medicine and navigation rely on deliberation in addition to
a discursive set of rules (a method) to accomplish their tasks, we must learn how to
accomplish the tasks of medicine and navigation through experience. For good
deliberation is the characteristic mark of having phronēsis, and phronēsis is acquired only
with experience. As Aristotle observes, it is for this reason that children may have
geometrical and mathematical knowledge, but do not have phronēsis (EN 6.8, 1142a1319).
We should recall, at this point, Aristotle’s criticism of the sophists’ endeavor to
teach politics in EN 10.9. The sophists believe they can teach politics, even though
people “do not become doctors from textbooks” (EN 10.9, 1181b2-3).47 In EN 10.9, the
alternative to acquiring knowledge through a textbook is acquiring knowledge through
experience. The sophists’ conception of politics is wrong, in Aristotle’s view, because
they think politics is like geometry, when really it, being the same state as phronēsis, is
paradigmatically deliberative, and is more like navigation.
From these considerations, we can summarize a few features of Aristotle’s
account of deliberation. The field of deliberation is limited not only metaphysically, as
what is “doable in action” and “indeterminate,” but also epistemologically, as what is yet
uncultivated by craft. Put differently, the field of deliberation shrinks as the fields of

I take Aristotle’s point here to be that textbooks are not sufficient to acquire medical knowledge, though
they may play a role, and even a necessary role, in acquiring it. Textbooks may play a role because
medicine is a genuine craft, a technē, not a kind of wisdom; yet they are not sufficient for it because
medicine is among those crafts that involve deliberation.
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crafts expand; the human burden to deliberate finds relief in the invention of craft. For
example, people deliberated about bridle-making up until the point when a craft of bridlemaking developed, and after that, they ceased deliberating about it, and simply deferred
to the craft. For individuals, it is qua human being that an individual deliberates, not qua
craftsperson.
Aristotle’s peculiar account of deliberation informs my interpretation of his
conception of deliberative wisdom. Deliberative wisdom was ideally to be found in the
citizen assembly – a political body open to every eligible citizen, with a quorum of 6,000
in Aristotle’s time.48 Just as deliberation is needed for private matters for which we have
no craft, deliberative wisdom is similarly needed to decide public matters for which there
is no law. On these matters, the assembly must decide and issue decrees (psēphismata), in
the same way the individual deliberator must decide (prohairetai).49

D. Judicial wisdom
Another function of politics is exercised by popular juries: dikastikē, judicial
wisdom. The juries in Athens in Aristotle’s time would have numbered around several
hundred citizens, selected by lot from a pool of 6,000.50 I’ve already noted that the task of
the jury is to issue judgments or verdicts (kriseis). Pinning down the details of Aristotle’s
notion of judgment (krisis), in order to inform the interpretation of dikastikē, is more
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See Gagarin (2020, 12).

Aristotle describes the result in the individual and political case the same way: “practical, as the last
thing” (πρακτὸν ὡς τὸ ἔσχατον) (EN 6.8, 1141b23-28).
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MacDowell (1978, 33-40); Gagarin (2020, 16).
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difficult than in the case of deliberation, since in his ethical works Aristotle says much
less about judgment than he does about deliberation. But it is clear that these two notions
are closely connected. A judgment is one of the results of deliberation; he says, “what we
have judged as a result of deliberation is the thing we decide” (τὸ γὰρ ἐκ τῆς βουλῆς
κριθὲν προαιρετόν ἐστιν) (EN 3.3, 1113a4-5). Setting aside the details of how, and under
what conditions, deliberation determines an action-oriented decision (prohairesis), I want
to simply note that judgment (krisis) is a cognitive product of deliberation, even if
deliberation has other “products” beyond this (e.g., prohairesis and action).51
We can isolate this kind of purely cognitive result of deliberation – krisis as the
result of deliberation – while maintaining all the practical features of deliberation
discussed so far, because Aristotle recognizes an intellectual virtue defined by exactly
this scope. In EN 6.10, he discusses sunesis, an intellectual virtue which is “about the
same things” (peri ta auta) but “is not the same” (ouk esti de to auto) as phronēsis (EN
6.10, 1143a6-8). The difference is that while the end (telos) of phronēsis is acting
(prattein), the end of sunesis is “only judging” (kritikē monon) (1143a10). In other words,
just as phronēsis is the virtue marked by good deliberation simpliciter, i.e., the kind that
results in prohairesis (and sometimes action), sunesis is the virtue marked by good
cognitive deliberation, i.e., the kind that results in only krisis. Aristotle spells out sunesis
with the example of (a) judgment (to krinein) (b) of what someone else says, (c) on
matters regarding phronēsis (1143a14-16). The content specification in (c) means that

Actions are not products, according to Aristotle (cf. EN 6.5, 1140b3-4). I use “product” generally here, to
express what causally results.
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sunesis deals with the same practical subject matter as phronesis; accordingly, it
shouldn’t be thought of as a state issuing in judgments about whether what someone else
says is the case is true, but judgments that what someone else says is to be done is
correct. It is a virtue characterized by krinein kalōs (1143a15), where the judgments in
question are cognitive value judgments.
The characteristic activity of the assembly, deliberative politics, is therefore
closely related to the characteristic activity of the jury, judicial politics. Both involve a
type of reasoning that issues in particular judgments about practical matters. Furthermore,
there is some reason to abstract away the difference – whatever exactly it may be –
between the action-oriented decision, the prohairesis, at the end of an assemblymember’s
deliberation and the merely cognitive discernment, the krisis, at the end of the juror’s
reasoning. The reason is that throughout the Rhetoric, Aristotle describes members of
both audiences as kritai, judges, and says of all types of rhetoric that the aim is to bring
about a judgment (krisis) (Rhet. 2.1, 1377b20-21). Aristotle describes some differences
between the two rhetorical contexts (the assembly and the lawcourt); for example,
assemblymembers judge their own affairs while jurors judge another’s (1.1, 1354b26-30),
assemblymembers judge the future while jurors judge the past (1.3, 1358b1-4). But he
never distinguishes the two in terms of whether they decide (i.e., decide on an action) or
discern (i.e., discern merely cognitively), or whether what is called for is phronēsis or
only sunesis. In both cases, what they do is judge. This simplification makes sense, when
we think about what the judgments rendered by both assemblymembers and jurors
actually are: they are votes. If we consider votes as cognitive discernments, yet ones with
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practical effects, then they plausibly fall somewhere in between action-oriented decision
and merely cognitive discernment.

E. Citizenship
We can now return to the question posed earlier: what is it about the “unlimited”
offices – civic deliberation and judgment – that makes eligibility for these offices
Aristotle’s very definition of a citizen? Or, put differently, what is the common element
between the assemblymember and the juror? In the case of private matters, it was the
person qua human being, not qua craftsperson, who deliberates and judges. In these
political offices, similarly, it is a person qua citizen who deliberates and judges, not qua
soldier, farmer, grammarian, etc. There must be some office for deliberating and judging
about the things for which there is no authoritative body of knowledge or group of
experts to consult. Aristotle names these offices “unlimited” because they must be filled
by the same people who are farmers, soldiers, etc., but not qua farmers or soldiers.
There is a final point worth emphasizing about what Aristotle’s account of
deliberation and judgment entails for his account of deliberative and judicial wisdom. In
his conception of deliberative and judicial wisdom, there could be no possible craft
knowledge that replaces the role of citizens. There is no place, for instance, for
professional jurors or assemblymembers (or for a computer program that issues decrees
and verdicts, instead). But the reason is not that the nature of the subject matter is
hopelessly imprecise, or that the citizens have some democratic right to partake in
52

decision-making. Rather, these offices are institutionally defined as the ones to decide
matters for which there is no expert, and no method, available. This is why he defines
them as occupied by citizens and defines the citizen as the one eligible to occupy them.
Of course, whether there is an expert available depends on how far the city’s
bodies of knowledge have developed. For this reason, the actual subjects about which
citizens deliberate and judge will vary. In a city with no precisely developed craft of
navigation, for instance, the assembly might have to deliberate about the route a ship will
take; in a city with a precise craft of navigation, they will not – they will defer to the
navigator’s craft knowledge instead. The reason Aristotle defines the citizen – in any city
– by eligibility to partake in deliberative and judicial office is that they are tasked with
deciding the things for which no expert is available – given that city’s knowledge – to
decide. Given this role, in the ideal case, the “unlimited” offices will be filled with the
citizens qua citizens exercising good practical reasoning in general, phronēsis and
sunesis. It is the application of these virtues to particular civic matters that constitutes the
deliberative and judicial functions of political wisdom.

Part 3: The role of rhetoric in the polis
A. Rhetoric, deliberation, and judgment
Politikē, for Aristotle, is a branch of phronēsis, practical wisdom. In the previous
Part I discussed Aristotle’s distinctive conception of two functions of politikē:
deliberative and judicial politics. Deliberation and judgment are needed for deciding
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matters which are up to us, and for which we have no craft. We are now in a position to
see an important connection between politics and rhetoric, as Aristotle conceived of
them. Rhetoric deals with the same subject matter – the things for which there is no craft.
ἔστιν δὲ τὸ ἔργον αὐτῆς περί τε τοιούτων περὶ ὧν βουλευόμεθα καὶ τέχνας μὴ
ἔχομεν…βουλευόμεθα δὲ περὶ τῶν φαινομένων ἐνδέχεσθαι ἀμφοτέρως ἔχειν·
περὶ γὰρ τῶν ἀδυνάτων ἄλλως ἢ γενέσθαι ἢ ἔσεσθαι ἢ ἔχειν οὐδεὶς βουλεύεται
οὕτως ὑπολαμβάνων· οὐδὲν γὰρ πλέον. (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a4-6, cf. EN 6.5,
1140a28-30).52
The work of [rhetoric] concerns the sort of things about which we deliberate and53
have no craft… and we deliberate about the things that appear to admit of
alternatives. For no one deliberates about things which they take to be incapable
of being or having been otherwise or being otherwise in the future. For [regarding
these things] there is nothing more [to do].

Rhetoric, in general, concerns things for which we have no craft and about which we
deliberate. Its purpose is judgment about these matters; near the beginning of Rhetoric
Book 2, Aristotle says, “rhetoric is for the sake of judgment” (ἕνεκα κρίσεώς ἐστιν ἡ
ῥητορική) (Rhet. 2.1, 1377b20-21, cf. Rhet. 2.18, 1391b7). But the criteria for judgment
differ depending on the “kind” (eidos) of rhetoric.
There are three kinds: deliberative (sumbouleutikon), judicial (dikanikon), and
epideictic (epideiktikon).54 Aristotle arrives at these kinds on the basis of the different
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Kassel has “ἔστι δὲ…” (13).
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Taken conjunctively, this phrase is redundant, given the discussion in section 4. I take it epexegetically,
but it is awkward to render this way, so I have just said “and” in my translation above. It would not be
redundant if the order of clauses were reversed, since the field of things without craft is wider than the field
of things for which we deliberate.
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I will leave aside epideictic, since it is a more general form of public speaking outside of the assembly
and lawcourt. But despite the fact that epideictic is directed at, more generally, a “spectator,” Aristotle
makes a point of saying it too is a kind of speech which aims at judgment, since it is “composed for the
spectator as toward a judge” (ὥσπερ γὰρ πρὸς κριτὴν τὸν θεωρὸν ὁ λόγος συνέστηκεν) (Rhet. 2.18,
1391b15-16).
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kinds of audience (akroatai), specifically, the different kinds of judges the listeners are.55
Deliberative rhetoric is directed at judges of future things – the assembly – who must
decide whether a proposal is beneficial (sumpheron) or harmful (blaberon); judicial
rhetoric is directed at judges of past things – the jury – who must decide whether a
particular action was just (dikaion) or unjust (adikon) (1.4, 1358b1-7; 1358b20-28). Yet
in every exercise of rhetoric, the audience is a judge, since this is just what it is to be a
listener of a rhetorical speech, according to Aristotle: “since the one who must be
persuaded is, simply speaking, a judge” (ὃν γὰρ δεῖ πεῖσαι, οὗτός ἐστιν ὡς εἰπεῖν ἁπλῶς
κριτής) (2.18, 1391b11-12). Thus, every exercise of rhetoric aims at judgment.
Since rhetoric is for the sake of judgment, it makes sense that its subject matter
will be identical to the subject matter of judgment: things which are up to us and for
which we have no craft. But the orator relates somewhat differently to this subject matter.
His job is to provide the reasoning for a certain answer to a question about which the
audience must come to a krisis. We should note how this is different from the case of the
individual, private deliberator, as he is portrayed in the EN. In the individual case, the
same person – the deliberator – reasons (logizesthai) and decides (prohairetai). But now,
in the public case, there are two parties providing these different elements: the orator who
reasons, and the judge(s) who decides.

Cf. Gorgias 452e1-2, where Gorgias also attempts to define rhetoric – and distinguish it from the other
crafts, which also persuade with words – by reference to the context of the audience.
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In fact, Aristotle strictly limits the orator’s task to aiding this decision and
judgment. The orator is to do “nothing… outside of proving the thing at issue”, a
limitation which he spells out in this passage:
ἔτι δὲ φανερὸν ὅτι τοῦ μὲν ἀμφισβητοῦντος οὐδέν ἐστιν ἔξω τοῦ δεῖξαι τὸ πρᾶγμα
ὅτι ἔστιν ἢ οὐκ ἔστιν, ἢ γέγονεν ἢ οὐ γέγονεν· εἰ δὲ μέγα ἢ μικρόν, ἢ δίκαιον ἢ
ἄδικον, ὅσα μὴ ὁ νομοθέτης διώρικεν, αὐτὸν δή που τὸν δικαστὴν δεῖ γιγνώσκειν
καὶ οὐ μανθάνειν παρὰ τῶν ἀμφισβητούντων. (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a27-31)
Yet it is clear that the disputant’s role does not extend beyond proving the thing at
issue, namely, whether it is or is not, happened or not, is great or small, is just or
unjust. And whatever the legislator has not demarcated, the judge must recognize
for himself, and not learn from the disputants.
After stating the limitation on what the orator is to do, Aristotle describes the
judge’s role in two ways. First, they must “recognize” whatever the legislator has not
demarcated. It is relatively clear what he means by this: the fact that the law does not
determine everything is what makes the judge’s role necessary in the first place. But
second, he distinguishes his “recognizing for himself” from his “learning” (manthanein)
it from the orators. (The “disputants” refer to the orators; this term is used because
Aristotle is criticizing existing practices of judicial oratory). This specification – that the
audience is not to learn from the orators – is interesting. It comes immediately after a
warning against excessive emotional appeals:
οὐ γὰρ δεῖ τὸν δικαστὴν διαστρέφειν εἰς ὀργὴν προάγοντας ἢ φθόνον ἢ ἔλεον·
ὅμοιον γὰρ κἂν εἴ τις ᾧ μέλλει χρῆσθαι κανόνι, τοῦτον ποιήσειε στρεβλόν (Rhet.
1.1, 1354a24-26)
For one should not warp the juror by producing in him anger or fear or pity, for it
would be similar to this: if someone who is about to use a standard, made it
crooked.
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The warning against emotional appeals is expected, considering Aristotle’s desire to
distinguish his own conception of rhetoric – the “counterpart (antistrophos) to dialectic”
(Rhet. 1.1, 1354a1) – from the excessively emotional practice he finds others promoting.
But the warning against learning (manthanein) is more surprising. I understand “learn
from the disputants” here to mean something like “be taught by the disputants.” Taken
together, the two restrictions suggest that Aristotle considers rhetoric a form of
persuasion distinct from both teaching and manipulating. But how, exactly, does it differ?
I think we must admit that the Rhetoric does not contain a determinate answer to
this question. We know the ideal orator aims at bringing the audience to make a
judgment; we know he does not teach; we also know he does not “warp.” But aside from
implicitly distinguishing judgment from these other ways of coming to a decision,
Aristotle does not say more about how the audience’s judging is to be done. It is one of
the mysteries of the Rhetoric that the whole craft could be “for the sake of judgment” but
we do not know how exactly Aristotle thinks the judgment at the end of deliberative and
judicial politics is determined.56
In the passage quoted above there are three parties mentioned: the legislator, the
judge, and the orator. When the question at hand in the assembly or lawcourt involves
extension beyond the bounds defined by law, the judges must be the ones to decide, and
whatever this deciding process looks like, it is neither emotional manipulation nor
learning. So, the following picture emerges: where the legislator’s role ends (because the

56

The difficulty is similar to the difficulty in understanding how prohairesis is determined at the end of
individual deliberation. At least part of what determines the particular decision at the end of deliberation is
perception (aisthēsis) (EN 6.11, 1143b5). But since it is controversial how we are to understand the role of
perception in the case of private deliberation, I hesitate to import this to the case of public deliberation.
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law has not spoken definitively), the judge’s role begins. This picture coheres nicely with
Aristotle’s account of deliberation and judgment, as functions that pick up where craft
knowledge ends. But the point takes on a new meaning in light of the specific
institutional role of the assembly and jury. No matter how extensive and specific the law,
in the assembly, the law cannot decide whether to go to war; similarly, in the law-court,
the law cannot decide whether the particular person is guilty (cf. Pol. 2.15, 1286a24-25).
Even in cases where the law is far from silent, the law cannot send the troops or convict a
person; only the assemblymembers and jurors are institutionally empowered to do those
things.
In this section, I have interpreted Aristotle’s claim, “rhetoric is for the sake of
judgment,” to mean that the orator’s speech is aimed at bringing about the audience’s
exercise of deliberative and judicial wisdom, an exercise which ends in judgment. Thus,
rhetoric is subordinate to politics, as the EN passages state, by being “for the sake” of
these political functions. On the picture described so far, the judges decide matters
undetermined by the law, and the orator aids their decision-making.

B. Rhetoric and legislation
Remaining is the question of how the orator relates to legislative wisdom. So far, I
have taken legislation to play the same role as craft knowledge in relation to deliberation
and judgment. That is, just as the domain of private deliberation and judgment is defined
by whatever is left undefined by craft knowledge, the domain of political deliberation and
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judgment is defined by whatever is left undefined by the laws. The basis for the analogy
is the way Aristotle describes the division of labor between the legislator and the judge:
μάλιστα μὲν οὖν προσήκει τοὺς ὀρθῶς κειμένους νόμους, ὅσα ἐνδέχεται, πάντα
διορίζειν αὐτούς, καὶ ὅτι ἐλάχιστα καταλείπειν ἐπὶ τοῖς κρίνουσι, (Rhet. 1.1,
1354a32-34)
It is especially fitting that correctly established laws define everything as far as
possible, and leave as little as possible to the judges.
The more the legislator does, the less there is for the judge to do. And it is
Aristotle’s view that the legislator is to do more. The reasoning he provides for the
priority of legislation has to do with the different conditions under which legislation and
judging are done. First, he says that it is easier (hraon) to find one good legislator or
judge than to find many (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a34). The unstated background is that many
judges are needed; notably, Athenian trials still had roughly 500 jurors in Aristotle’s
time. Second, he says that legislating takes a long time (ek pollou chronou), but
judgements (kriseis) must be “on the spur of the moment” (ex hupoguiou) (1354b2-3).
Again, this observation seems to be based on Athenian context, where trials were
confined to one day and jurors voted immediately after hearing the speeches, with no
period for collective deliberation.57 Third, legislators “judge” future universals
(mellontōn te kai katholou), and judges judge present definite things (parontōn kai
aphorismenōn) which are particular (kata meros) (1354b5-8), and this makes it difficult
(chalepon) to judge well (kalōs) (1354b3). Finally, a judge’s work engages, or involves
(sunartatai) their own love, hate, and personal interest (to idion sumpheron), and for this
reason their own pleasure and pain often obscure (episkotein) the truth (1354b10-11).
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Gagarin (2020, 16, 22). Verdicts were then determined by the majority vote.
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Aristotle’s point seems to be that, given the circumstances under which judgment
is made, it is difficult to do the job well, and recognizing this, the best cities will avoid
relying on it in the majority of cases. This a great advantage of rule by law, as opposed to
rule by judgment. One of the effects of law is the same as the effect of craft, noted earlier:
it relieves the human burden to deliberate, because where the law is clear and definitive,
we do not need to deliberate; the law tells us what to do.
If judgments are defined by what is left undefined by the law, it follows that the
law cannot establish norms for how judgments are to be made – such an act of legislation
would be paradoxical. The law can, however, regulate how rhetorical speeches are to be
made, and Aristotle thinks that in the “best-legislated” cities, it will. He praises the laws
governing the court of Areopagus, where some Athenian trials – primarily those
involving homicide – were held, for “correctly” (orthōs) prohibiting orators from
“speaking outside of the thing at issue” (exo tou pragmatos legein) (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a2025), a phrase which recurs throughout the Rhetoric. The result of this good legislation is
that the role for rhetoric disappears if it is conceived in a certain, mistaken way:
ὥστ’ εἰ περὶ πάσας ἦν τὰς κρίσεις καθάπερ ἐν ἐνίαις γε νῦν ἐστι τῶν πόλεων καὶ
μάλιστα ταῖς εὐνομουμέναις, οὐδὲν ἂν εἶχον ὅ τι λέγωσιν·
Thus if all the judgments were [carried out] as is now the case in some cities, and
especially in the well-legislated [cities], there would be nothing left for [the
rhetoricians] to say (1354a19-21; cf. 1355a1-3).
The implicit subject of legōsin is possibly the practicing orators in the city, but
more likely the writers of technical rhetorical handbooks, whom Aristotle criticizes
throughout the Rhetoric’s opening chapter. His point is that in well-legislated cities, the
law will rule out the use of improper persuasive tactics which these writers
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disproportionally promote in their handbooks. The law should put such writers out of a
job, the way a ban on snake oil should put its salesmen out of a job.
These writers teach people to “speak outside the thing at issue,” and in contrast to
them, Aristotle teaches saying “nothing outside of proving the thing at issue” (οὐδέν
ἐστιν ἔξω τοῦ δεῖξαι τὸ πρᾶγμα) (1.1, 1354a27-28), as discussed in the previous section.
Aristotle invokes this important limitation throughout the Rhetoric (e.g., Rhet. 1.1,
1355a19-20; 3.1, 1404a5-8; 3.14, 1415b5-9). What exactly he means by this limitation is
illuminated in Rhet. 3.13, where he divides rhetorical speech into two basic parts (duo
merē): one part is “stating the thing at issue” (to pragma eipein), and the other part is
demonstrating (apodexai) it (3.13, 1414a32). For example, the “thing at issue” would be
a position on the question at hand, such as whether a man committed an injustice (he did,
or he didn’t); the demonstration would be a proof of this position. Everything else,
including proofs of other things (such as whether the man has a generally good character
or whether he is wealthy) and other elements to a speech (such as a narrative or epilogue)
is “outside the thing at issue.” Aristotle also describes these same two parts as the
“statement of the case” (prothesis) and the “means of persuasion,” (pistis), which he
compares to the division between the “problem” (problēma) and the “demonstration”
(apodeixis) (3.13, 1414a35). The thing at issue (to pragma) and its proof are the only
essential parts to a rhetorical speech, in Aristotle’s view, even if at times in Book 2 and 3
he also reluctantly discusses some inessential parts.58 His wish from Rhet. 1.1 is that
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See, for example, the reluctant opening to Book 3, especially where he admits that style (lexis) is outside
the thing at issue, though sometimes necessary to make one’s meaning clear (1404a5-8) and the the
admission in 3.14 that what he has been discussing – how to make an “introduction” (prooimion) – is
outside the thing at issue (1415b5-9).
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these strict limits be established by law and not by art. As imperfect as the laws are,
though, he must specify these limits in his handbook, as well as provide the artistic, i.e.,
technical, norms that govern within these limits.
Understanding the relation between legislation and rhetoric requires working
through two complications. First, legislation governs the use of rhetoric, but cannot
govern judgment. But rhetoric is for the sake of the audience’s judgment. Second, the law
will often be among the considerations an orator appeals to in his speech. So, while
rhetoric is subordinate to legislation, it also partly determines the scope and effect of
legislation.
How exactly the orator is to use the law in his speeches is described in Rhet. 1.15,
where Aristotle discusses the “non-technical” (atechnoi) proofs.59 First, the orator’s task
involves arguing which among the laws are most relevant to the case. Aristotle observes
that often, several different and conflicting laws will bear on the pragma. For instance, he
describes cases where the written (gegrammena) laws and the unwritten (agrapha) laws
conflict, or two (presumably, written) laws may conflict (1375a26-b9). In arguing about
which laws are relevant, the orator may appeal to what “decency” (epieikeia) – as
opposed to strict adherence to what is written – requires, and especially to what the
judge’s oath – that he “decide by his best judgment” (to gnōmē tē aristē) – requires
(1357a27-33).60 Finally, if strictly speaking a law applies, but the circumstances of its
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At first, Aristotle specifies these are only relevant to judicial oratory (1.15, 1375ba23), but then clearly
expands to include their use in deliberative oratory (1375b26). The law is “non-technical” in the sense that
it pre-exists the speech and is not produced by it – it does not mean it is improper to use the law in
rhetorical speech.
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enactment no longer do, then the orator should make that clear (delon) and combat
(machesthai) the law (1375b13-15). But by “combat” the law, Aristotle means the orator
argues against the relevance of the law to the case, not to the existence of the law (the
repeal of law is not one of the ends of rhetorical speech).
In addition to arguing which laws are relevant, the orator also is to speak about
how the relevant law is to be interpreted in cases where this is not clear. Sometimes a
relevant law is “contradictory,” not to other laws, but “to itself” (enantios… autos
h’autō), and is “ambiguous” (amphibolos) (1375b7-11).61 In these cases, the orator is to
speak about how the law is to be understood such that justice is served by it:
καὶ εἰ ἀμφίβολος, ὥστε στρέφειν καὶ ὁρᾶν ἐπὶ ποτέραν [τὴν] ἀγωγὴν ἢ τὸ δίκαιον
ἐφαρμόσει ἢ τὸ συμφέρον, εἶτα τούτῳ χρῆσθαι. (1375b11-13)
And if [the law] is ambiguous, to turn it and see in what way it suits the just or
advantageous, in order to then use it in this way
This chapter makes clear that by “law,” Aristotle means something broad,
encompassing written laws and unwritten norms. In doing so, he is in line with the
common rhetorical convention to appeal to unwritten norms.62 But it also suggests that
his advice in this chapter extends to other principles which are not properly legal, but
which may be used as premises in rhetorical argument, for instance, the “maxims”
(gnōmai) discussed in Rhet. 2.21, and the “common topics” for argument in 2.19 and
2.23. The principles one presents for particular judgments, in rhetoric, generally
themselves admit of argument on both sides: a speaker cannot rest confident in his case
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However, the only example Aristotle gives is of a law contradicting other laws: one law that all contracts
are binding, and another law prohibiting contracts that are against the law (1375b8-10).
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e.g., Pericles Funeral Oration, Thucydides, 2.37.
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just because he found a principle that supports it; the same principle may be used,
refuted, or otherwise revealed to be irrelevant, by the opponent.
There are a few conclusions we may draw about the relationship between rhetoric
and legislative wisdom. First of all, the practice of rhetoric is regulated by the law, and in
Aristotle’s ideal city, it will be seriously restricted by the law. This kind of regulation is
not different from the way the law regulates all the other arts. But second, unlike for the
practice of other arts, the practice of rhetoric also affects the scope and efficacy of the
law. In the previous section, I showed that rhetoric’s role is to aid judgment, and that
deliberation and judgment is needed when the law is undefined. The evidence discussed
in this section suggest that the particular way in which rhetoric aids judgment is often by
providing the reasons for how the law should be interpreted or applied, how legal
principles should be considered alongside non-legal ones, how unwritten norms may
affect the application of written law. In providing this reasoning, the orator guides the
audience’s judgment – judgment which cannot itself fall under the purview of the law. In
sum, the orator is on the one hand like all the other craftsmen, subordinate to and
regulated by the law; on the other hand, he plays a distinctive role in the polis, as
mediator between legislator and judge.63

Part 4: The art of rhetoric and political wisdom

Here, I have been speaking of “law” as the narrowly formal institution: the written code enacted by
legislators. But this may not be the best construal of the Athenian conception of law. For an extended
argument that informal institutions, such as the practice of rhetoric, are part of the Athenian conception of
law, see Gagarin (2020, e.g., 32-33)
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A. The details of the interpretive debate
So far, I have aimed to show that the task of understanding the relationship
between rhetoric and politics, as Aristotle saw it, requires attention to the three different
functions he assigned to politics: deliberation, judgment, and legislation. First, rhetoric is
for the sake of political deliberation and judgment; the orators provide the reasoning for
the judges, who are meant to exercise political wisdom in deciding. Second, rhetoric, like
other arts, is regulated by the law. But unlike the other arts (such as generalship and
economics) rhetoric feeds back into to the law which in turn regulates it, because rhetoric,
unlike generalship and economics, has a role to play in determining what law is relevant
and how the law is to be interpreted and applied.
This high degree of complication in both Aristotle’s account of rhetoric and his
account of politics is likely responsible for the variety of interpretations of how he
conceives of the relationship between these two kinds of knowledge. I mentioned in Part
1 the two Overlap interpretations. The first is that knowledge of rhetoric entails
knowledge of politics, with the consequence that excellent orators will have to be
politically wise. The second is that knowledge of politics entails knowledge of rhetoric,
with the consequence that the politically wise must also be excellent orators. In this
section, I discuss both theses and their weaker versions: that knowledge of rhetoric entails
some, but not full, knowledge of politics, and knowledge of politics entails some, but not
full, knowledge of rhetoric.
The first Overlap interpretation holds that, for Aristotle, knowledge of rhetoric
entails knowledge of politics. This interpretation has different formulations and
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justifications, but all conclude that being an excellent orator requires being a phronimos,
a person with practical wisdom, generally – and more specifically – a politikos, a person
with political wisdom. Self (1979) argues that the only way Aristotle’s conception of
rhetoric could be coherent is if rhetoric, as a kind of knowledge, “shares” (135) and
“articulates” (139) the results of practical wisdom, phronēsis. Wörner (1990) similarly
claims that the ultimate end toward which Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric is directed is
eudaimonia for the members of the polis, and accordingly, the skillful exercise of rhetoric
presupposes practical wisdom (e.g., 24, 282).
It is worth recognizing that this interpretation attributes to Aristotle a view that is
found in later Roman orators and teachers. For instance, Quintilian describes the goal of
his handbook on rhetoric, the Institutio Oratoria, this way: “I am proposing to educate
the perfect orator, who cannot exist except in the person of a good man. We therefore
demand of him not only exceptional powers of speech, but all the virtues of character as
well.”64 Cicero also considers rhetorical knowledge to require significant, substantive
political knowledge (though it is less clear whether this entails a morally good character,
for him).65
For Aristotle, phronēsis is the ultimate virtue, the one which entails the possession
of all the other virtues of character (EN 6.13, 1144b18; 1145a1-3). As discussed in Part 2,
“political knowledge,” politikē, is a kind of practical wisdom, which cannot be misused
or misapplied, since it is intrinsically directed at the good. So, on this version of the
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Quintilian, (Prooemium to Book 1, 10).
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e.g., Cicero, De Oratore I (36.165).
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Overlap interpretation, Aristotle would have to think that any skilled orator would be an
all-around virtuous person. I think it is clear that this is not Aristotle’s view; he thinks
rhetoric can be skillfully exercised and yet, misused (Rhet. 1.1, 1355a30-b5; cf. EN 6.5,
1140b22-25), while phronēsis cannot be misused. This interpretation of the relationship
between rhetoric and politics eliminates a possibility that Aristotle explicitly keeps open:
the possibility of an unwise orator.
More plausibly, other commentators have argued for the reverse entailment: that
knowledge of politics entails knowledge of rhetoric. This version of the Overlap
interpretation leaves open the possibility of an unwise orator but forecloses the possibility
of an ineloquent phronimos. For example, Johnstone (1980) claims: “rhetorical
excellence is essential to the exercise of moral virtue” (5). The basis for his claim is the
view that the private reasoning that takes place in the mind of the phronimos, in the
exercise of political wisdom, is structurally similar to rhetorical persuasion. Since these
activities – private deliberation and public persuasion – are so similar, his reasoning goes,
they are plausibly the activities of the same capacity, i.e., the same sort of knowledge. In
Johnstone’s words,
the ‘man of practical wisdom,’ when he deliberates about conduct with a view
toward choosing among competing alternatives, employs a kind of internal
rhetoric… If we can reasonably visualize deliberation as a sort of internal
dialogue, then the practically wise person, when he or she deliberates, functions
as both rhetor and auditor (12).
This reading – on which Aristotle endorses a structural similarity between private,
individual deliberation and public, deliberative rhetoric – is pervasive, even when not
leveraged in support of the thesis I am discussing. Yack (2006) also interprets Aristotle’s
conception of individual deliberation as “an interior monologue” which differs from
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deliberative rhetoric only insofar as the interior monologue remains private and
unexpressed (421).66 Relatedly, Abizadeh (2002) argues that the process of private
deliberation and the process of deliberative rhetoric are parallel. His reasoning is
summarized in this passage:
the key structural feature of collective rhetorical deliberation [is that] it is
constituted by three means of persuasion – ēthos, pathos, and logos [character,
emotion, and reason]… similarly, when engaged in monological practical
deliberation… the structure of the deliberative process is similar: in both cases,
ēthos and pathos combine with logos to lead the ‘argument’ to its conclusion
(Abizadeh, 2002, 279)
The two deliberative processes are parallel, according to Abizadeh, because they rely on
the same three means: ēthos, pathos, and logos. The structural similarity between rhetoric
and politics is also endorsed – though from another direction – by Garver (1994), who
argues that rhetorical persuasion and private deliberation share an end. In persuading
others, a speaker argues that a particular course of action will be good for the audience; in
deliberating, a person reasons that a particular course of action will be good for himself.
But these are really one and the same end, argues Garver, since for Aristotle, there is a
single conception of the human good. This single good is the end of both other-regarding
persuasion and private deliberation. As Garver says:
[Aristotle] confidently assumes… that there is a single human function, human
good, a best life, and so can easily bridge the gulf between ethics and rhetoric.
Yack assumes a strong structural similarity on the grounds that Aristotle “By recalling the conclusions of
his analysis of individual deliberation in his account of deliberative rhetoric in political assemblies
(Rhetoric 1357), Aristotle makes it clear that most of what he says about individual deliberation pertains to
political deliberation as well” (Yack, 2006, 420). However, at Rhet. 1357 Aristotle does not recall the
conclusions of his analysis of individual deliberation (i.e., the analysis at EN 6.5) de dicto; he only
describes the objects of deliberation using the same language in both places (see: Rhet. 1.2, 1357a4-6, EN
6.5, 1140a28-30). We should therefore acknowledge a similarity, but not because Aristotle instructs us to
import all he says about individual deliberation (including the fact that excellence in it characterizes
practical and political wisdom) to deliberative rhetoric.
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There is no great gap between my deliberating on what is best for me and my
persuading you about what is best for you, because the human good is best for
both of us (9).
If these views are right, and there is robust structural similarity between public
deliberation (of which rhetoric is one part) and private deliberation, then there is good
reason to think that anyone excellent at the latter will also be excellent at the former. In
other words, if it is true that in private deliberation a person relates to herself in the same
way that, in public persuasion, a speaker relates to her audience, and political wisdom is
characterized by good private deliberation, then we have good reason to think that
political wisdom will entail rhetorical skill.
Other commentators take different paths to this same conclusion. Rorty (2011)
argues that rhetorical skill is necessary but not sufficient for political wisdom because
rhetoric is instrumental to achieving political goals (717, 733). For instance, the person
who knows, in virtue of his political wisdom, that a certain proposal will benefit the city
should also be able to persuade the assemblymembers to enact it. This role is peculiar to
rhetoric; whereas the phronimos need not have knowledge of medicine, poetry, or
architecture in order to perform his civic role, without knowledge of rhetoric, Rorty
argues, “his intelligence is sterile” (724). Insofar as knowledge of politics is a kind of
practical wisdom, the kind of wisdom which issues in actions, someone will only be
knowledgeable about politics if he also possesses whatever means are required to make
his knowledge practically potent.
Finally, there are weaker versions of both theses: namely, that rhetoric entails
some knowledge of politics, and politics entails some knowledge of rhetoric. Many
commentators agree to a moderate version of the first interpretation: that Aristotle’s
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excellent orator will need some knowledge of politics. This is strongly supported by
Aristotle’s claims that rhetoric is an “offshoot” and “composed” of both politics and
dialectic (Offshoot and Composition). I agree that it is difficult to read these passages
without concluding that rhetorical knowledge requires some political knowledge. But
how much political knowledge is required, and what kind?
Cooper (1994) suggests the orator will need just enough to utilize the three means
of rhetorical persuasion:
The orator needs to know… enough ethical and political theory, first, to find the
premises needed to establish… ethical-political conclusions… and second to
teach him what the various emotions and virtues are, so that he could know how
to give a good picture of his own character and bring about the appropriate and
desired emotional states in his hearers (Cooper, 1994, 200)
In a similar way, Rapp (2009) says that an orator must have some knowledge outside of
dialectical knowledge in order to utilize pathos and ēthos; he calls this “moral
psychological” knowledge (594).
In a somewhat different construal of the political knowledge required for rhetoric,
Irwin (1996) argues that the ideal orator must be guided by the true conclusions of
politics, understood as a theoretical science, but need not understand the full reasoning
(the scientific demonstrations) behind these conclusions; in other words, he will need to
grasp “the that” but not “the why” (146). According to Irwin, the orator’s selection of
premises must be constrained by the political truths – even if it is not directed at the
discovery of these truths, as political wisdom is. Engberg-Penderson (1996), in contrast,
argues that the orator needs at least an interest in discovering the political truths, but does
not need knowledge of it. This, at least, is how I understand his claim that Aristotle’s
rhetoric is an activity of Wahrheitsfindung (truth-discovery, a term Engberg-Penderson
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borrows from Wӧrner) (124). On Irwin’s picture, the orator is a compliant professional
with a basic respect for political truths; in Engberg-Penderson’s picture, he is a sincere
investigator of these truths in his own right, though possibly an uninformed one.
There are also weaker versions of the second interpretation, that knowledge of
politics entails some knowledge of rhetoric. For instance, Reeve (1996) denies that the
politikos will be himself rhetorically skilled; but he will need “an educated person’s
nonspecialist knowledge” of rhetoric for the purposes of regulating it with laws (197).
Interestingly, Reeve suggests that whether political wisdom requires anything more will
depend on the constitution of his city and the character of the citizens: the more corrupt
the society, the more political wisdom will require substantive knowledge of rhetoric
(203).
In sum, I have canvassed here four existing interpretive options: two extreme
positions, and their weaker counterparts. The first interpretation is that excellence in
rhetoric entails political wisdom. I’ve dismissed this view on the grounds that Aristotle
leaves open the possibility of the unwise orator. The weaker version of this interpretation
is very plausible, though. On the weaker version, rhetoric entails some instrumental
psychological knowledge, propositional political knowledge, or an interest in the political
truth, but not full-fledged political wisdom itself. A second interpretation is that political
wisdom entails excellence in rhetoric, either because they are intrinsically connected in
virtue of a structural similarity in their characteristic activities (persuasion and
deliberation), or because rhetoric is an essential instrument for performing the tasks of
politics. So far, I’ve only noted that this view eliminates the possibility of the ineloquent,
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politically wise person, without taking any stand on whether Aristotle is open to such a
possibility. The weaker version of this interpretation, represented by Reeve, is also
plausible: that political wisdom entails just enough knowledge of rhetoric to regulate
orators, the same way it entails just enough knowledge of generalship to regulate
generals.
The second Overlap interpretation, that politics entails rhetoric, means that
possessing the art of rhetoric will be necessary but not sufficient for political wisdom.
This interpretation becomes more attractive when we consider the relationship in the
following way.
According to Aristotle, rhetoric is a craft of reasoning in public about things
which have no craft. Phronēsis is also a kind of reasoning about these things, without
itself being a craft, and deliberative and judicial wisdom, as the civic application of
phronēsis, are again kinds of reasoning about these same things without either being a
craft. Once we see this parallel, a natural question arises: why is there both a craft and a
kind of wisdom about the same subject matter? And a natural, initial answer is that
rhetoric is related to political wisdom the way “cleverness” (deinotēs) – instrumental,
means-end practical reasoning, which can be used for good or bad ends – is related to
phronēsis (EN 6.12, 1144a23-28). Aristotle says phronēsis requires cleverness, but is not
the same as it (6.12, 1144a28-29). If rhetoric is the political version of cleverness, it will
be necessary but not sufficient for political wisdom. The neatness of this parallel offers
additional support for the second Overlap interpretation, on which political knowledge
entails rhetorical knowledge.
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In the remainder of this chapter, I aim to show that despite the appeal of this
second Overlap interpretation, the two kinds of knowledge are, in principle, entirely
separable. I will show that, given the discussion of politics and rhetoric so far, there are
two important differences that preclude both strong Overlap interpretations. First (section
B), there is a structural dissimilarity between the capacity to advise another, which
characterizes Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric, and the capacity to deliberate oneself,
which characterizes Aristotle’s conception of politics. Second (section C), there is a
dissimilarity in how the capacities are acquired: one can be learned through teaching, and
the other requires experience. These differences offer support for a version of the first
weak Overlap interpretation, on which rhetoric requires only some minimal, propositional
political knowledge.

B. Advising versus deliberating
A given exercise of rhetorical knowledge will always coincide with an instance of
deliberation – and in the ideal case, the good deliberation of the politically wise – but the
two are exercised by different people. As we have seen, when there is an issue requiring
public deliberation, the citizen judges must decide, and the orator is to aid their decision.
But while I’ve discussed why the judges are needed (the law cannot, itself, pass decrees
and verdicts on these public matters), I have not yet considered why rhetoric in particular
is needed to aid judgment. What is the need for this public articulation of reasons; why
not have the assemblymembers and jurors privately deliberate and then cast their votes?
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Among contemporary political philosophers who agree with the presupposition of
this question, some have an answer: the reasons upon which public matters must be
decided must be, themselves, public – it is not appropriate to decide a public matter on
the basis of one’s personal religious views, for instance.67 Aristotle has a different sort of
answer. He thinks there are simply some important issues that are too indeterminate for
private deliberation to be sufficient:
τὸ βουλεύεσθαι δὲ ἐν τοῖς ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολύ, ἀδήλοις δὲ πῶς ἀποβήσεται, καὶ ἐν οἷς
ἀδιόριστον. συμβούλους δὲ παραλαμβάνομεν εἰς τὰ μεγάλα, ἀπιστοῦντες ἡμῖν
αὐτοῖς ὡς οὐχ ἱκανοῖς διαγνῶναι. (EN 3.3, 1112b8-11)
Deliberating concerns what is “for the most part” – but [for which] what results is
unclear – and that which is undefined. And we take up counsellors regarding
important things, when we distrust that we ourselves are adequate to decide.
For unclear, indefinite, and important (megala) things, when we are not sufficient to
decide by ourselves, we draw in co-deliberators, counsellors, or advisors. And this is how
Aristotle in the Rhetoric often describes the orator who speaks in the assembly – not as a
deliberator (bouleutikos), but as an advisor (sumboulos) (e.g. Rhet. 1.3, 1358b8). Of
course, the private deliberator “drawing in” counsel is not a perfect analogy, since the
assemblymembers and jurors do not actually draw in orators to advise them; the law
arranges this by governing such institutions and regulating such roles. But this
institutional arrangement, with orators speaking for the sake of the audience’s
deliberation and judgment, casts the audience in the role of deliberator, and the speaker in
the role of “advisor” or counsellor.”
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How exactly does the orator advise, or counsel, a particular decision? We should
recall the passages Offshoot and Composition, which attempt to cast rhetoric in the same
relation to politics and to logic. We learn that just as rhetoric is an offshoot of politics, it
is an offshoot of dialectic, and just as it is composed of politics, it is composed of
analytic. These passages provide a way to answer this question: the advisor contributes
the reasoning to the deliberative process. The significant overlap between the Rhetoric
and the Topics, and the opening line of the Rhetoric – “rhetoric is the counterpart
(antistrophos) to dialectic” – are relevant here (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a1). Thus the way the
orator aids deliberation is by articulating principles the audience finds compelling, but
has not brought to mind, or has not registered as relevant to this case, and by arranging
these principles as premises for a particular conclusion to which the audience is open, but
of which they are not yet convinced.
Still, knowledge of dialectic is not sufficient for knowledge of rhetoric; Aristotle
wrote the Rhetoric in addition to the Topics, the treatise on dialectic, and while logos is
the only mode of dialectical proof, it is only one of three rhetorical proofs. The orator
also contributes to the audience’s deliberation through their pathē and portrayal of his
own ēthos.
Proponents of the Overlap interpretations have found support in the inclusion of
these other two proofs. The non-argumentative modes of proof in rhetorical persuasion
(ēthos and pathos together) seem to functionally resemble the non-cognitive parts of
private deliberation, suggesting that the two activities are structurally parallel. The fact
that pure cognitive reasoning is not enough to determine the audience’s judgment recalls
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Aristotle’s illustration of the deliberation of the phronimos. Deliberation of the
phronimos is also not purely cognitive; it involves a conative part as well, as I will
discuss below. Accordingly, the ēthos and pathos proofs are often taken as the public
corollary to this non-cognitive component of private deliberation.68
But mapping ēthos and pathos proofs to this desiderative part of private
deliberation is an awkward fit. Aristotle does not describe private deliberation in these
terms. He says, “virtue of character is a deciding state” (ἡ ἠθικὴ ἀρετὴ ἕξις προαιρετική)
(EN 6.2, 1139a22-23), but this decision (prohairesis) is determined by reason (logos) and
desire (orexis) (6.2, 1139a22-24; 1139a32-33). Leaving aside the details of how decision
is determined, and the technical notion of “desire” at work here, I only want to note that
Aristotle does not describe the desiderative part of deliberation as a fusion of character
and feeling, which together supplement reason, and it would be strange if he did. In
private deliberation, our character is not a separate consideration on the same level as our
feelings and reasons. Our own character is rather there like the pool in which our feelings
and reasons swim. It is hard to imagine the excellent private deliberator coming to a
decision on the basis of how they feel and think, and then, on top of that, considering who
they are – if they must consider their character separately, we would probably think that
something has already gone wrong with their deliberation.

For instance, Abizadeh (2002) says that the ēthos and pathos of the individual deliberator “embody the
uncodifiable wisdom of past experience,” which “supplements his abstract logos” (287). Johnstone (1980)
notably leaves ēthos out of his analysis, which concludes that private deliberation is a sort of “internal
rhetoric” (12). He says, “In the balanced union of reason and passion – of logos and pathos – we find the
foundation of Aristotle’s moral theory and a chief connection between the arts of ethics and rhetoric” (4).
The omission of ēthos indicates that its inclusion would obstruct drawing this conclusion.
68
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But it is a significant and interesting feature of Aristotle’s theory of rhetoric that
the character of the speaker is a separate source of proof, apparently on the same level as
logos and pathos; for there are “three kinds” (tria eidē) of proof (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a1-2). It
makes sense that what was a structurally unified process of deliberation in private
becomes tripartite in public; for we can take another’s character as a separate
consideration bearing on judgment, in a way we cannot take our own.
Further evidence that the ēthos-proof is peculiar to advising, and does not enter
into deliberating, is found in the way in which Aristotle describes its special persuasive
power. When he presents the ēthos-proof in Rhet. 1.2, he describes it this way:
διὰ μὲν οὖν τοῦ ἤθους, ὅταν οὕτω λεχθῇ ὁ λόγος ὥστε ἀξιόπιστον ποιῆσαι τὸν
λέγοντα· τοῖς γὰρ ἐπιεικέσι πιστεύομεν μᾶλλον καὶ θᾶττον, περὶ πάντων μὲν
ἁπλῶς, ἐν οἷς δὲ τὸ ἀκριβὲς μὴ ἔστιν ἀλλὰ τὸ ἀμφιδοξεῖν, καὶ παντελῶς. (Rhet.
1.2, 1356a4-8)
[Now the speaker persuades] through character whenever the speech is said in
such a way to make the speaker trustworthy. For we are more persuaded by
decent people, and more swiftly, generally about all things, but we are persuaded
most completely in cases where there is not exactness, but room for doubt
The ēthos-proof is not only its own, separate source of proof (he goes on in this passage
to say it is also the “most authoritative” (kuriōtatēn) proof (1.2, 1356a13)), but it is most
effective under the same conditions which render private deliberation insufficient. Its
special persuasive power is revealed in circumstances where there is “not exactness,” and
“room for doubt,” similar to the “unclear” and “undefined” matters for which
deliberators, not being sufficient themselves, seek counsel.69
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The phronimos will always be sufficient to decide practical questions by themselves. If, in a given city,
the phronimoi were also the ones empowered to decide some public question, then presumably there would
be no need for rhetoric. However, Aristotle is concerned with contexts where the public decision belongs to
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In sum, Aristotle recognizes that there are limits to the efficacy of private
deliberation. There are some matters we cannot decide alone and must draw in
counsellors or advisors. It is in exactly these circumstances that another source of proof
becomes most important: the character of the counsellor or advisor drawn in. The
presence of another’s character structurally changes the deliberative process.
Consequently, public deliberation – the interaction between an advising orator and a
deliberating audience – is structurally different from private deliberation; it is not simply
an internal process now expressed externally, and similarly, private deliberation is not
simply internalized rhetoric.

C. Teachability versus unteachability
The second reason to distinguish the art of rhetoric and political wisdom comes
from recognizing the difference in how they are acquired. Here I will apply some of my
discussion in Part 2, about Aristotle’s critique of the sophists, in order to show that
Aristotle thinks that acquiring political wisdom requires experience but acquiring the art
of rhetoric does not.
The beginning of the Rhetoric makes clear that Aristotle thinks rhetoric can be
taught discursively, through the transmission of principles. His aim in the Rhetoric is to
provide these principles, and thereby establish rhetoric as a method. The text opens with
the observation that criticizing (exetazein) or upholding (hupechein) an argument (logos)

citizens whether or not they are wise. The point I want to emphasize is that in these contexts, the orators are
not simply additional deliberators. Rather, one effect of rhetoric is a structural change to the deliberation.
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and defending (apologeisthai) and accusing (katēgorein), is done by some people by
random, and by others by habit, and anything done in both ways can be made systematic
(hodō poein) and treated as a craft (technē) (1.1, 1354a8-11). Leaving aside for now the
intention behind this inference, its conclusion is, I think, the hypothesis on which the rest
of the Rhetoric is based. A handbook for rhetoric is only worth writing on the supposition
that rhetoric can be formulated “as a method,” i.e., if rhetoric is a skill which can be
taught and learned from a handbook.70
Aristotle’s thought that politics is not similarly teachable through discursive
principles is more complicated. After all he also writes a treatise with the intention of, not
simply imparting knowledge of virtue, but making us good (EN 2.2, 1103b26-29). We
might think that the EN, like the Rhetoric, presupposes the possibility of learning virtue
through discursive principles. Further, in EN 10.9 he recognizes limits on who can learn
to be good through teaching, but his doing so supposes there are people on both sides of
the limit. Teaching does have a role in making some people good – but not just anyone,
since the learner’s soul must have been previously habituated in the right way, so that it is
receptive to certain practical arguments (EN 10.9, 1179b10-26).
Aristotle admits there is a role for teaching in the acquisition of virtue. But the
reason why not just anyone can be improved through rational instruction is the same
reason why – he goes on in the same chapter to say – sophists cannot teach politics. This

There are two different phrases which I translate with the term “method”: one using ὁδός and the other
using μέθοδος. First, the Rhetoric begins with the observation that, regarding the activities of public
persuasion, “it is clear that they may be made as a method”: δῆλον ὅτι εἴη ἂν αὐτὰ καὶ ὁδῷ ποιεῖν (Rhet.
1.1, 1354a6-10). Second, he introduces the notion of rhetorical proof (πίστις) by saying that they are
“technical insofar as they are able to be constructed by a method and by us”: ἔντεχνα δὲ ὅσα διὰ τῆς
μεθόδου καὶ δι’ ἡμῶν κατασκευασθῆναι δυνατόν (1.2, 1355b37-1356a1).
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was the reason discussed previously, in Part 2: something beyond argument is first
needed for argument to work in this domain. What is needed is experience (empeiria)
(EN 10.9, 1179b25, 1181a2; cf. 6.8, 1142a14), and sometimes more specifically, the
correct habituation of feelings that comes through experience. For argument to “work,” a
person must become convinced by it. Those who have just learned something but have
not given it time to “work” in them merely “say the words” (legousin) (EN 7.3, 1147a1922). For the same reason, Aristotle says that children cannot have phronēsis, though they
may have mathematical knowledge (EN 6.8, 1142a13-19). The point of the discussion in
EN 6.8, like the point of the criticism of the sophists at EN 10.9, is that phronēsis – and
politikē insofar as it is a public application of phronēsis – requires experience (empeiria)
(EN 10.9, 1179b25, 1181a2).
But what does he mean when he says children can learn mathematical
knowledge? He likely does not mean that children can acquire the deep grasp of
mathematics that could count as understanding (epistēmē), as it is described, for instance,
in the Posterior Analytics. Instead, the point is likely that because mathematical
knowledge is exact, there is nothing in principle precluding a child from saying the
correct words, rattling off valid proofs; they can “say the words” (legousin) but “not be
convinced” (ou pisteuousin) (EN 6.8, 1142a19-20). In other words, unlike the
achievements of politics, the achievements of mathematics do not require deliberation. Its
practitioners can be a child, or (we might substitute) a computer program: something
without enough, or any, human experience. But practitioners of the “indeterminate”
(adioriston) crafts involving deliberation (EN 3.3, 1112b4-9) cannot be solely speakers or
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calculators, but must also be human beings who, over time, have developed a deliberative
capacity.
Aristotle says, in EN 6.8, that “saying the words that result from knowledge” (to
legein tous logous apo tēs epistēmēs) is “no sign” (ouden sēmeion) (1147a18-19),
presumably, no sign that the person speaking truly knows. Compare this to the Sophist
View, discussed in Part 1, and represented well by Isocrates in his Antidosis:
τὸ γὰρ λέγειν ὡς δεῖ τοῦ φρονεῖν εὖ μέγιστον σημεῖον ποιούμεθα, καὶ λόγος
ἀληθὴς καὶ νόμιμος καὶ δίκαιος ψυχῆς ἀγαθῆς καὶ πιστῆς εἴδωλόν ἐστι. (15, 255)
For we take it that speaking well is the greatest sign of thinking well, and true
and lawful and just speech is the image of the good and trustworthy soul.

Aristotle is aware of the close connection between speaking well about something and
knowing it; that is why such speech “results from knowledge” (apo tēs epistēmēs). But he
is also aware that is possible to speak well without knowledge. It is possible to acquire
rhetoric without acquiring politics; his critique of the sophists in 10.9 targets exactly their
inflated claim to teach politics, when what they really teach is rhetoric. In this respect,
Aristotle is closer Plato, who has Socrates use the same phrase as Isocrates, but to
disparage rhetoric: he says rhetoric is an “image” (eidōlon) of a part of politics (Grg.
463d1-2). Isocrates’ point is that rhetoric is a great thing, because it indicates
knowledge.71 Plato’s point is that rhetoric is a terrible thing, because all it does is
impersonate knowledge.
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Isocrates seems to intend his speech as a case-in-point, since in the beginning he states his intention to
defend his himself with a speech that will be an image (eikōn) of his thought and life (15, 7).

81

To return now to the inference at the opening of the Rhetoric, Aristotle justifies
the approach of his treatise in the following way:
τῶν μὲν οὖν πολλῶν οἱ μὲν εἰκῇ ταῦτα δρῶσιν, οἱ δὲ διὰ συνήθειαν ἀπὸ ἕξεως·
ἐπεὶ δ’ ἀμφοτέρως ἐνδέχεται, δῆλον ὅτι εἴη ἂν αὐτὰ καὶ ὁδῷ ποιεῖν· δι’ ὃ γὰρ
ἐπιτυγχάνουσιν οἵ τε διὰ συνήθειαν καὶ οἱ ἀπὸ τοῦ αὐτομάτου τὴν αἰτίαν θεωρεῖν
ἐνδέχεται, τὸ δὲ τοιοῦτον ἤδη πάντες ἂν ὁμολογήσαιεν τέχνης ἔργον εἶναι. (1.1,
1354a6-11)
Now among those [who do this, i.e., criticize and defend], some do it randomly,
and others through a habituated disposition. Since both ways are possible, it is
clear that these matters may be made as a method, for it is possible to grasp why
some hit the mark through habituation and others from chance, and such a grasp,
all would agree, is the function of a craft

This passage is not straightforward. It says there is some cause, aitia, which explains why
people can accomplish the tasks of rhetoric either randomly (eikē) or by having a certain
disposition (hexis). The method – the body of principles, the handbook we are about to
read – is supposedly the result of investigating into this cause. The inference from (a) the
observation that the tasks of rhetoric can be accomplished in both ways, to (b) the fact
that there is a method for accomplishing it, is often criticized.72 Why think anything that
is done in both ways can be formulated systematically, as crafts are?
It is a strange inference, but I suggest we read this passage with a different
emphasis. Aristotle may not be focused on making a valid inference here, but instead, on
contrasting the accomplishments of rhetoric with other sorts of accomplishments. Other
accomplishments may be such that, because they cannot be done both ways – both
randomly and from a disposition – they do not admit of a method. Virtuous actions would

E.g., Garver (1994), notes “there are many activities for which Aristotle’s first inference in the Rhetoric
fails, things we do by luck and experience but never by art” (22).
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fit this description; they cannot be accomplished randomly; they must be done from a
virtuous disposition (EN 2.4, 1105a28-33), specifically, by someone with phronēsis (6.13
1144b26-1145a2). And as previously discussed, one cannot acquire phronēsis by learning
a method – acquiring it requires experience. In contrast, rhetoric, because its tasks can be
accomplished randomly or from a disposition, belongs to the class of capacities that
admit of a method. There may be capacities in this class for which no method has yet
been developed (Aristotle goes on in this chapter to discuss the failed attempts of the
previous technical writers to offer a method for rhetoric). But capacities that admit of a
method are contrasted with “capacities” like virtue of character, which not only has no
method, but in principle could not have one.
The most important piece of evidence for attributing to Aristotle these two claims
– that rhetoric is discursively teachable and political wisdom is not – is that Aristotle
writes a handbook on how to be an orator but not on how to be a politikos, and there is no
evidence that he thinks his Rhetoric inadvertently will make his students politically wise.
This is a deep difference in the two capacities. A handbook can teach us to “say the
words” and to reason, i.e., legein and logizesthai, but cannot teach us to decide or judge
on the basis on these words and reasons. In other words, it can teach us to advise but not
to deliberate. This also means that, in a given exercise of rhetoric, Aristotle would not
likely locate the political expertise in the orator, but rather in those whose function also
has no method or handbook – the deliberators, i.e., the judges.
I say “likely” because it is difficult to conclude anything solid by drawing a line
from lack of evidence to lack of other evidence. There is no handbook for how to become
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politically wise, and no handbook for how to deliberate in the assembly and judge in the
lawcourts. From these two lacks we cannot conclude that the judges, and not the orator,
are, in Aristotle’s mind, the proper locus of political wisdom. In the ideal case, of course,
everyone involved will be politically wise. But I hope to have raised enough doubt that
political wisdom, by itself, entails rhetorical skill. The more likely locus of political
wisdom in a given exercise of rhetoric is in the judges.

D. Conclusion
In conclusion, I will return to the three key passages from the Rhetoric and
discuss the implications of this interpretation of the relationship between rhetoric and
politics. The first passage, Offshoot, coheres with the EN passages stating that rhetoric is
subordinate to politics. Rhetoric is subordinate since it falls under the architectonic art of
legislation; but it is also related in a more complicated way, as the offshoot of a plant is
more than just a subordinate part of the plant. The offshoot grows out of the plant, but
also feeds nutrients (or disease) back into the plant. There is feedback from the exercise
of rhetoric to the scope and efficacy of legislation, since rhetoric aids the audience’s
judgment of how the law is to be applied in particular cases. Rhetoric is therefore
subordinate to politics, as Aristotle states in the EN, but in a peculiar way that the other
arts are not.
We learn from the second passage, Composition, that rhetoric is at the same time
“composed” of politics, again, in a way the other crafts subordinate to politics are not. It
is composed of the articulable principles of ethics and politics, which, when articulated,
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can aid public deliberation and judgment. This is because rhetoric is the craft of
reasoning about the same subject matter about which political wisdom is the virtue of
deciding or judging. Even if rhetoric is “composed” of the same subject matter, Aristotle
thinks there is something left for politics, namely, the deciding. In other words, rhetoric
does not exhaust politics; it is just an offshoot, and politics does not exhaust rhetoric, it is
just a component.
The final passage, Figure, is the most difficult, because it is the most
metaphorical: “rhetoric puts on the figure of politics” (ὑποδύεται ὑπὸ τὸ σχῆμα τὸ τῆς
πολιτικῆς ἡ ῥητορικὴ) (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a27). I venture the following interpretation. I think
that by “putting on the figure” of politics Aristotle does mean something as superficial as
it sounds, but not something as disparaging as it sounds: rhetoric articulates, in public
speech, reasons that must in the end be considered and decided upon privately, in the
minds of citizens qua citizens. It merely articulates, “says the words,” and need not
understand. But for Aristotle, unlike for Plato, (e.g., Grg. 463d1-2) this superficiality is
not disparaging, because the public articulation of reasons has an important role in a polis
in which citizens perform deliberative and judicial functions. The craft of rhetoric and
political wisdom are, in the ideal case, exercised in the same instance, but the former is
exercised by the orator, and the latter is exercised by the audience.
The result is that Aristotle ultimately takes the Philosopher’s View of the question
of the relationship between rhetoric and politics. Rhetoric is ruled by politics, but in a
special way, by sub-serving the different political functions: deliberation and judgment.
But Aristotle’s version of the Philosopher’s View is different from Plato’s in important
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ways; I’ll just mention one in conclusion here. In face of the troubling Sophist’s View –
on which rhetoric is elevated as the ruling art or even identified with the art of politics –
Plato in the Gorgias responds by re-categorization. Rhetoric is not an art competing at the
same level as politics; it is merely an “empeiria.” Aristotle in EN 10.9 also responds to
the threat of the Sophist’s View with re-categorization. But Aristotle re-categorizes
politics as a kind of practical wisdom, which is acquired through empeiria. For Plato, the
fact that orators have no logos rendered their “craft” a mere empeiria (Grg. 465a2-4;
501a3-4). For Aristotle, the fact that rhetoric admits of such a logos makes it a mere craft.
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Chapter 3: Rhetoric and Dialectic

Introduction
Chapter 2 discussed the various passages where Aristotle describes the
relationship between rhetoric and politikē. In some of these same passages, and in several
others, Aristotle describes a similar relationship between rhetoric and another kind of
knowledge – dialectic (dialektikē). He says rhetoric is an “offshoot” (paraphues) of
dialectic (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a25), a “part” (morion) of dialectic, and “similar” (homoioma)
to it (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a30-33).73 Most notably, the opening line of the Rhetoric states that
rhetoric is the “counterpart” (antistrophos) to dialectic (Rh 1.1, 1354a1). My aim in this
chapter is to interpret these passages and explain how Aristotle conceived of the
relationship between rhetoric and dialectic.
In the opening line, “rhetoric is the counterpart to dialectic” (Ἡ ῥητορική ἐστιν
ἀντίστροφος τῇ διαλεκτικῇ), Aristotle engages directly with Plato on the status of
rhetoric. The line is an overt response to Socrates’ comment in the Gorgias that rhetoric
is antistrophos to “cookery” (opsopoiia) (Grg. 465d7-e1). Socrates’ comment is meant to
disparage rhetoric: just as cookery only flatters – and does not help – the body, rhetoric
only flatters – and does not help – the soul. In stark contrast, Aristotle compares rhetoric
to what Plato most respects, since “dialektikē” is the term Plato uses for the ideal
philosophical method (e.g., Resp. 6, 511b3-c7; Phdr. 266b3-c1). This connection to Plato
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Kassel has “homoia” at 1356a33 (11).
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is widely noted, as is the implication that Aristotle must have in mind a more elevated
status for rhetoric than Plato assigned it.74 Yet what exactly Aristotle means by
“counterpart,” “offshoot,” and similar phrases is less clear. How do the two kinds of
knowledge relate to each other? This question, like the question from Chapter 2, requires
a two-part investigation: first, into the meaning of the comparative term (politikē there,
and dialektikē here) in Aristotle’s usage, and second, into the nature of the comparison.
In Part 1, I discuss the nature of Aristotelian dialectic (section 1). In short, it is a
capacity for informal, interpersonal reasoning (or arguing, or deducing: sullogizesthai). I
show in section 2 that rhetoric is, similarly, a capacity in informal, interpersonal
reasoning. Yet both these qualifications – informal and interpersonal – change their
character when the context changes from dialectic to rhetoric. In section 3 I discuss how
the informality changes. Rhetorical reasoning is more informal than dialectical reasoning,
but the precise way in which it is more informal is a matter of debate, and has important
implications for how we are to understand rhetorical persuasion (i.e., the way a rhetorical
argument is successful).
In Part 2, I turn to the second qualification of these skills of reasoning. Both
rhetorical and dialectical reasoning are interpersonal, in that they reason from the
interlocutor’s, or audience’s, beliefs. Aristotle has a technical term for these beliefs: they
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The departure from Plato in the opening line is often noted by commentators; see e.g., Cope (1867, 1-2);
Grimaldi (1980, 2); Rapp (2008, 580); Brunschwig (1996, 34, ft. 1). Wardy (1996, 58) says that in this line
“set the terms by which Aristotle wished to see his own project assessed,” namely, the terms set by the
argument in the Gorgias, and that with it, Aristotle “flatly reject[s]” Socrates’ argument there. Vickers
(1988, 112, ft. 15), writing about how the Rhetoric departs from Plato more generally, exemplifies a
common sentiment when he describes it as “Aristotle’s rehabilitation of rhetoric.”
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are “endoxa.” In this part of the chapter, I defend a normative interpretation of endoxa as
they are used as dialectical and rhetorical premises. On my view, for a given proposition
to be endoxon, and accordingly, a candidate dialectical or rhetorical premise, it must be a
stable belief of minimally reasonable people. The dialectician can ensure he uses endoxon
premises by fairly and clearly asking his interlocutor questions about what they believe.
The orator, on the other hand, since he cannot question his audience, must internalize the
norms governing endoxa in a different way.

Part 1: Dialectical and Rhetorical Reasoning
A. Dialectic and dialectical deductions
The opening line to the Rhetoric, “rhetoric is the counterpart to dialectic,” I
mentioned, is an overt response to Plato, who mistrusted rhetoric and revered dialectic.
But we should note from the outset that, for whatever exactly is involved in Plato’s
elevated conception of dialectic, Aristotle evidently has something more quotidian in
mind when he speaks of dialektikē. For Aristotle, dialectic is a more commonplace
practice – ordinary students can learn to do it by reading his practical handbook on
dialectic, the Topics, just as they can acquire rhetorical knowledge from the Rhetoric.
Aristotle opens the Topics with this statement of purpose:
Ἡ μὲν πρόθεσις τῆς πραγματείας μέθοδον εὑρεῖν, ἀφ᾿ ἧς δυνησόμεθα
συλλογίζεσθαι περὶ παντὸς τοῦ προτεθέντος προβλήματος ἐξ ἐνδόξων, καὶ αὐτοὶ
λόγον ὑπέχοντες μηθὲν ἐροῦμεν ὑπεναντίον. (Top. 1.1, 100a18-20)
The purpose of this work is to discover a method by which we might reason about
every problem put forth from endoxa [premises], and when we ourselves are
upholding an argument, not say anything contradictory
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For now, I leave “ta endoxa” untranslated, but it is often rendered “reputable
beliefs,” “common beliefs,” “what is accepted,” or “what is acceptable.” The skill
described here, a skill in reasoning – about any subject matter – sounds like a skill in
logic, and Aristotle’s conception of dialectic is indeed a skill in informal, interpersonal
logic.
First, it is informal. Aristotle himself discovered formal logic (the theory of the
syllogism, outlined in the Prior Analytics), and the Topics is generally considered to be
an earlier work, written before this discovery.75 The treatise gets its name from the
“topoi,” which refer to argument types, or rules of inference, like the one that allows the
inference from “A is the mother of B” and “B is the mother of C” to “A is the
grandmother of C.” In this argument, the conclusion follows not in virtue of the
argument’s form, but in virtue of the meaning of the terms. Topoi are described in Rhet.
2.26 as “that under which many arguments fall (empiptei)” (1403a17-18), and since
“topos” means “location” in Greek, the metaphorical idea behind the Topics is to
enumerate the “places” where a dialectician could “go” to find arguments.76 While the
theory in the Topics is not a theory of formal validity, it is nevertheless a theory of
validity. This can be gleaned from the definition of one of its central notions, the
sullogismos:

See Solmson (1929); Allen (2007). I find this developmental account of Aristotle’s thinking about logic
compelling, but nothing I say hinges on it.
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Smith (1997, xxviii): “a topos, therefore, is a location under which a large number of arguments and be
stored for ready recall.”
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Ἔστι δὴ συλλογισμὸς λόγος ἐν ᾧ τεθέντων τινῶν ἕτερόν τι τῶν κειμένων ἐξ
ἀνάγκης συμβαίνει διὰ τῶν κειμένων. (Top. 1.1, 100a25-26, cf. SE 164b27-165a2;
APr. 1.1, 24b18-20)
A “deduction” is an argument in which, certain things being laid down, something
different from the suppositions results of necessity through the things supposed.

I follow many commentators in translating “sullogismos” as “deduction,” since
the English term “syllogism” refers to the special kind of formally valid deduction
Aristotle presents in the Prior Analytics.77 Aristotle cannot mean “syllogism,” as we now
understand it, in the definition above. But he does evidently have in mind some kind of
validity, since the conclusion “results of necessity” from the premises. Dialectic, then, is a
skill in sullogizesthai, by which Aristotle means, it is a skill in the sort of reasoning that
can be expressed in sullogismoi, informally valid deductive arguments.
Second, the logical theory in the Topics is interpersonal. This is what
distinguishes the dialectical deduction (dialektikos sullogismos) from other kinds of
deduction (Top. 1.1, 100a30). Dialectic is a kind of reasoning that takes place between
people, where the beliefs of one interlocutor (the “answerer”) serve as premises for the
arguments of the other (the “questioner”).78 The questioner aims to compel the answerer
to accept a certain conclusion by showing, argumentatively, that the conclusion follows
from what the answerer already believes. In a given exchange, dialectical premises are

Burnyeat (1996, 94) notes, “both apodeixis and sullogismos are words of ordinary language with which
an educated student would be familiar. They are also technical terms of Aristotle’s logic… Do the words
apodeixis and sullogismos carry a technical or nontechnical sense…?” Burnyeat later concludes: “the term
sullogismos, as used by Aristotle in his logical works, refers to a valid argument, and should never be
translated as “syllogism”” (96).
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See Brunschwig (1984) for a vivid account of how Aristotle’s conception of dialectic might have been
practiced in schools, and how it differs from Socratic dialectic.
78
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whatever propositions the answerer accepts. When the questioner asks, “are all men
mortal?” and the answerer responds, “yes,” the proposition now available as a premise is
all men are mortal.79 This is why Aristotle distinguishes the dialectical deduction as those
that are ex endoxōn, composed “from the endoxa” (Top. 1.1, 100a30). Exactly what it
means to be endoxon will be the subject of Part 2; for now, we can at least say that
dialectical deductions are composed out of the propositions to which the interlocutor
explicitly assents, in the course of the question-and-answer. The skill of the dialectician
involves “obtaining” these premises through questioning.
Dialectical premises, skillfully chosen, satisfy two desiderata: they are believed
by the answerer (the answerer assents to them, when asked), and they lead,
argumentatively and necessarily, to the desired conclusion. For example, a dialectical
problem might be “are all pleasures choiceworthy?” This is something genuinely
puzzling, which is required for a dialectical problem (Top. 1.11, 104b1-15). The answerer
has the position from the start, “yes, all pleasures are choiceworthy.” The questioner’s
task is to test this position, by looking for other propositions which the answerer believes,
but which contradict their position on this problem. To find such propositions, the
questioner “searches” their own memory for the topoi. Their reasoning therefore proceeds
backward from the answerer’s position to other propositions the answerer believes; in
other words, from the contradictory of the conclusion to those premises from which it
follows. The questioner might, in this stage, recall either very general topoi, such as the

On Smith’s (1997) interpretation of how these exchanges work, dialectical premises are the actual
questions (e.g., “are all men mortal?”) (xiii).
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topos from opposites or from the “more and the less,” or they might recall topoi that are
special to the kind of problem at hand: this problem is ethical, but others may be physical
or logical (Top. 1.14, 105b20-28; cf. Rhet. 1.2, 1358a10-20). They might recall a special
topos about the choiceworthy (e.g., Top. 3.1, 116a), that what is choiceworthy is good,
and then the general topos about opposites (e.g., Top. 5.6, 135b), that what is good is not
bad. From these, they may ask a series of questions like:
Is everything choiceworthy good for a person? Yes
Is what is good for a person the opposite of what is bad for a person? Yes
Are some pleasures bad for a person? Yes

They proceed this way, until the answerer is compelled to retract their initial
position and concede that not all pleasures are choiceworthy. Aristotle does evidently
have compulsion in mind: he explains, since both participants are skilled in dialectic, that
deduction, and not induction (epagōgē) is to be used, for it is “more coercive”
(biastikōteron), and therefore more effective, against such people (Top. 1.12, 105a16-19).
In this case, the deduction constructed would be:
Whatever is choiceworthy is good for a person
Some pleasures are not good for a person
Therefore, some pleasures are not choiceworthy
This account of dialectical deductions as informal and interpersonal has two
important implications for their status relative to other kinds of deductions. First,
dialectical deductions are not demonstrative, and second, they are not sophistical. First,
they are not demonstrative, because the premises need only be believed by the answerer;
they do not need to be true. Aristotle frequently distinguishes both rhetoric and dialectic,
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in which deductive reasoning or arguing (sullogizesthai) proceeds in accordance with
belief (kata doxan), from the sciences, in which argument aims at truth (pros d’alētheian)
(APo. 1.19, 81b18-24; cf. Top. 1.14, 105b30-31; Rhet. 1.2 1358a23-26; 1.4, 1359b1216).80 In Top. 1.1 Aristotle is careful to distinguish dialectical from demonstrative
arguments, which must, among other things, proceed from scientifically true premises
(Top. 1.1, 100a26-29).
Second, dialectical deductions are not sophistical, because (a) the premises must
be endoxa, not just “apparent endoxa,” and (b) the conclusion must actually follow, not
just appear to follow (Top. 1.1 100b24-101a4). These two ways of failing to be a properly
dialectical deduction make an argument “contentious” (eristikos) in the Topics. Attention
to what makes an argument contentious, rather than dialectical, will help to draw out the
norms governing a properly dialectical deduction.
One type of contentious deduction satisfies what we might call the “structural
requirement” for dialectical deductions (being valid), but not the “material requirement”
(being from endoxa premises).81 This type of contentious deduction is from premises
only “apparently accepted” (phainomenōn endoxōn) (100b24-101a1). Aristotle’s
explication of the difference is condensed, and without examples: the “apparently
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Though he does contrast dialectical/rhetorical and scientific reasoning in many places, he also sometimes
compares them. For instance, in the opening of the Posterior Analytics, Aristotle describes all arguments
(logoi) – including, explicitly, rhetorical arguments – persuading in the same way (hōs autōs): through
things of which we are already aware (dia progignōskomenōn) (APo. 1.1, 71a1-10).
Since Aristotle’s notion of validity in the Topics is one of informal validity, in order to avoid confusion, I
use “structural” instead of the more obvious “formal.” The point is just to contrast this sort of requirement –
that the conclusion follows from the premises – with another sort of requirement (a “material” requirement)
about the content of the premises.
81
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accepted” premises will appear to be endoxon only “on the surface” (epipolaion)
(100b26-29) whereas the genuinely endoxa are, presumably, accepted in a deeper sense,
under their surface. He also notes that usually, the false nature of such “apparently
accepted” premises will become immediately clear to an even a moderately intellectual
person (100b29-101a1). I discuss what might be involved in the notion of “apparently
accepted” in Part 2. For now, the fact that arguments from such premises count as
“contentious” and not “dialectical” tells us at least that there is a difference between the
“endoxa” and the “apparent endoxa.”
The other type of contentious deduction satisfies the material requirement but not
the structural one: it is an apparent (phainomenon) deduction from premises that are
actually endoxa (Top. 1.1, 100b25-26). In the Sophistical Refutations, where Aristotle
taxonomizes arguments of this second kind and discusses them in depth, he describes
them as “apparent” (phainomenon) deductions, which are “not real” (ouk ontes) but only
“seem” real (dokousi) (SE 164a20-24). In short, both types of “contentious” arguments
appear to be better than they really are: one, by (merely) appearing to be made from good
materials, the other, by (merely) appearing to have a valid structure.
In describing the dialectical deduction as a “deduction” (sullogismos) which is “ex
endoxōn,” Aristotle thereby establishes standards of which sophistical reasoning falls
short. First, a dialectical deduction must be a genuine sullogismos: the conclusion must
actually follow from the premises – not, necessarily, in virtue of its form, but in virtue of
the meaning of the terms. Second, dialectical premises must be actually believed by the
answerer – a proper dialectical exchange cannot take place when one person tries to start
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from a premise the other does not accept. At the same time, Aristotle’s specification that
dialectical deductions are “ex endoxōn” serves to distinguish them from scientific
demonstrations, which are “ex alēthōn kai prōtōn” (Top 1.1, 100a27). A proposition is
not a dialectical premise in virtue of being true (though it may incidentally be true). In
short, a proper dialectical exchange can take place between people by means of
exclusively false beliefs, as long as it takes place by means of their genuine beliefs.
(Aristotle’s peculiar conception of genuine belief will be the subject of Part 2).

B. From dialectic to rhetoric
The preceding overview of the capacity of dialectic and its central product, the
dialectical deduction, puts us in a position to return to Aristotle’s statements of its
relationship to rhetoric: rhetoric is the counterpart (antistrophos) to dialectic (Rhet. 1.1,
1354a1), an offshoot (paraphues) of dialectic (1.2, 1356a25), “composed” of it (1.4,
1359b8-11), and a part (morion) of and similar (homoioma) to it (1.2, 1356a30-33). In the
discussion of the three kinds of rhetorical proofs in Chapter 1, the logos-proof, i.e.,
rhetorical argument, was primary. The question now is what makes an argument
specifically rhetorical. In other words, what norms govern properly rhetorical reasoning,
as Aristotle understood it? If rhetoric is the “counterpart” to dialectic, and is “similar” to
it, a reasonable hypothesis is that the norms for dialectic apply to rhetoric as well. In this
section, I present the textual evidence in support of this hypothesis, along with the textual
evidence that will, ultimately, complicate it.
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Rhetoric, like dialectic, is a skill at reasoning in general, i.e., it is not restricted to
any special subject matter (in the way, for example, geometry or medicine are). Aristotle
establishes this in several passages:
[1]
ὅτι μὲν οὖν οὐκ ἔστιν οὐθενός τινος γένους ἀφωρισμένου ἡ ῥητορική, ἀλλὰ
καθάπερ ἡ διαλεκτική, καὶ ὅτι χρήσιμος, φανερόν (Rhet. 1.1, 1355b8-10)
That rhetoric belongs to no definite genus, but rather [is] just as dialectic [is], and
that it is useful, is evident

[2]
ἔστι γὰρ μόριόν τι τῆς διαλεκτικῆς καὶ ὁμοίωμα, καθάπερ καὶ ἀρχόμενοι εἴπομεν·
περὶ οὐδενὸς γὰρ ὡρισμένου οὐδετέρα αὐτῶν ἐστιν ἐπιστήμη πῶς ἔχει, ἀλλὰ
δυνάμεις τινὲς τοῦ πορίσαι λόγους.
for [rhetoric] is some part of and similar to dialectic, as we said also at the start.
For neither of them is a science concerned with what is the case in some definite
domain, but rather [they are] certain capacities for providing arguments (Rh 1.2,
1356a30-33)82

[3]
ὅσῳ δ’ ἄν τις ἢ τὴν διαλεκτικὴν ἢ ταύτην μὴ καθάπερ ἂν δυνάμεις ἀλλ’
ἐπιστήμας πειρᾶται κατασκευάζειν, λήσεται τὴν φύσιν αὐτῶν ἀφανίσας τῷ
μεταβαίνειν ἐπισκευάζων εἰς ἐπιστήμας ὑποκειμένων τινῶν πραγμάτων, ἀλλὰ μὴ
μόνον λόγων. (Rhet. 1.4, 1359b12-16)
As far as someone tries to construe dialectic or [rhetoric] not as capacities but as
sciences, he will, without noticing it, obscure their nature by the change,
reconstruing them as sciences of certain underlying subjects, rather than only of
arguments.83
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Again, Kassel reads “homoia” for “homoiōma” (11).

83

Trans. Reeve (2019), modified.
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From these passages, we can conclude that rhetoric is a “capacity” (dunamis) for
providing arguments (logoi), not a “science” about any “definite” (hōrismenon) or
“underlying” (hupokeimenon) subject matter. Aristotle, in these passages, shares Gorgias’
first answer to Socrates’ question, “what is rhetoric about?”: logoi (Grg. 449e1).84
In dialectical reasoning, one produces dialectical deductions, and the Topics
equips one with the rules of inference in order to do this. Similarly in rhetorical
reasoning, one produces rhetorical deductions, which are called “enthymemes.” I
introduced the notion of the enthymeme in Chapter 1, in discussing Aristotle’s claim that
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This position is surprising, since we have seen that Aristotle in other passages (specifically, the ones
relating rhetoric to politikē discussed in Chapter 2) does assign a subject matter to rhetoric. As discussed
previously, he thinks rhetoric deals with the same subject matter as politikē. So, in addition to sharing
Gorgias’ first answer to Socrates’ question, Aristotle evidently also shares Gorgias’ second answer: rhetoric
is knowledge of, not just logoi, but the “just and unjust” (dikaia te kai adika) (454b7; cf. 460e4-5), the good
(agathon), the bad (kakon), the noble (kalon), and the shameful (aischron) (459d1-5). Gorgias cannot
decide whether rhetoric is a formal, domain-neutral ability, or a substantive science. In the Gorgias, Plato
depicts Gorgias as confused, and his position untenable. Does Aristotle fare any better, given his similar
construals of what rhetoric is about?
Aristotle at least seems aware of the tension. He doesn’t unwittingly slip from one claim to the
other; he states in the very same passages, Offshoot and Composition, that rhetoric is related to both politikē
and dialektikē (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a25-27; 1.4, 1359b8-11). He does mean to say that rhetoric is, on the one
hand, domain-neutral skill in reasoning, and on the other, specific to political matters. The question for us is
what to make of this view.
There is perhaps a hint to a solution in the way Plato depicts Gorgias moving from his first answer
to his second. When Socrates pushes Gorgias on his first answer – that rhetoric is domain-neutral – Gorgias
initially responds by describing the context in which rhetoric is used: the lawcourts and assembly, and “in
every other gathering, whatever political gathering there may be” (ἐν ἄλλῳ συλλόγῳ παντί, ὅστις ἂν
πολιτικὸς σύλλογος γίγνηται) (trans. Irwin, 452e3-4). It is after establishing this context that Gorgias gives
a subject-matter specification for rhetoric. Aristotle similarly distinguishes the three kinds (eidē) of rhetoric
by the context in which a speaker finds his audience: the lawcourts, the assembly, and the public more
generally (discussed at p. 51 above). Rhetoric is therefore in some sense a domain-neutral skill, but it is
also one only activated in certain domains.
However, this solution to the tension appears simpler than it is. The same domain-neutral skill of
counting, say, will work equally well whether what’s being counted are stones or trees or human beings.
The fact that dialectic, applied in certain contexts, becomes a new skill – rhetoric – tells us that it is not
quite like the purer form of logic Aristotle will outline in the Prior Analytics, which can range over
anything without itself changing.
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the enthymeme is the “body” of proof. I now turn to the theory behind this notion: what
the enthymeme is, and how it compares to the dialectical deduction. To do so, it is worth
looking at this full passage from Rhet. 1.1:
[4]
ἔστι δ’ ἀπόδειξις ῥητορικὴ ἐνθύμημα, καὶ ἔστι τοῦτο ὡς εἰπεῖν ἁπλῶς κυριώτατον
τῶν πίστεων, τὸ δ’ ἐνθύμημα συλλογισμός τις, περὶ δὲ συλλογισμοῦ ὁμοίως
ἅπαντος τῆς διαλεκτικῆς ἐστιν ἰδεῖν, ἢ αὐτῆς ὅλης ἢ μέρους τινός, δῆλον ὅτι ὁ
μάλιστα τοῦτο δυνάμενος θεωρεῖν, ἐκ τίνων καὶ πῶς γίνεται συλλογισμός, οὗτος
καὶ ἐνθυμηματικὸς ἂν εἴη μάλιστα, προσλαβὼν περὶ ποῖά τέ ἐστι τὸ ἐνθύμημα καὶ
τίνας ἔχει διαφορὰς πρὸς τοὺς λογικοὺς συλλογισμούς. τό τε γὰρ ἀληθὲς καὶ τὸ
ὅμοιον τῷ ἀληθεῖ τῆς αὐτῆς ἐστι δυνάμεως ἰδεῖν, ἅμα δὲ καὶ οἱ ἄνθρωποι πρὸς τὸ
ἀληθὲς πεφύκασιν ἱκανῶς καὶ τὰ πλείω τυγχάνουσι τῆς ἀληθείας· (Rhet. 1.1,
1355a6-15)
A rhetorical demonstration is an enthymeme, and this is, one might say, simply
the most authoritative of proofs. And the enthymeme is a sort of deduction, and
seeing all deductions similarly is proper to dialectic, either to all of it or to some
part of it. It is clear that the person most capable of grasping the things from
which, and the way in which, a deduction comes about would be enthumēmatikos
most of all, when he additionally grasps both what sort of thing an enthymeme is
and in what way it differs from logical deductions. For seeing both what is true
and what is similar to what is true belongs to the same capacity.

From this passage we learn that the person who is enthumēmatikos, which I’ve
left untranslated but means something like “good at constructing enthymemes,” is
someone with knowledge of dialectic. For Aristotle says one with knowledge of dialectic,
namely, one who knows the materials (the things from which) and the structure (the way
in which) a deduction comes about, would be good at constructing enthymemes malista,
most of all. But the optative eiē (1355a12) (“would” in my translation above) suggests
that such a person is not, in virtue of knowing dialectic, enthumēmatikos. Being
enthumēmatikos is conditional on something else being added to dialectical knowledge,
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namely, additionally grasping (proslabōn) what an enthymeme is, and how it is different
from a logical deduction.
Dialectic is an important part of rhetoric, since dialectic deals with “all deductions
similarly,” including rhetorical deductions. But the dialectician only becomes
enthumēmatikos when he also grasps the difference between ordinary, logical deductions
and enthymemes. The final sentence is meant to explain this: “seeing both what is true
and what is similar to what is true belongs to the same capacity.” On the most natural
reading, we are meant to align “the truth” with logical, or dialectical deductions, and
“what is like the truth” with enthymemes, rhetorical deductions. If this is right, then
Aristotle means: knowing how to construct logical deductions (i.e., knowing dialectic)
and knowing how to construct enthymemes (i.e., knowing rhetoric) belongs to the same
capacity. This claim provides a way to understand how rhetoric is an “offshoot” and “part
of” and “similar to” dialectic: the capacity of rhetoric is at work when someone with
knowledge of dialectic additionally grasps the difference between rhetorical and
dialectical deductions and chooses to reason rhetorically.
This relationship might be best captured with an analogy. If the dialectician is an
excellent racer, and the orator is an excellent jogger, Aristotle’s point is that excellence in
jogging is not a separate skill from excellence in racing. The one who is an excellent
jogger “most of all” will just be an excellent racer who grasps the difference between
jogging and racing, and sometimes chooses not to race, for instance, in circumstances
which he recognizes as inappropriate for racing, such as a crowded running path.
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This analogy to jogging and racing captures one dimension of the relationship
expressed in passage [4]: the fact that rhetoric is a somehow relaxed form of dialectic,
and the enthymeme is only a “sort of” deduction (sullogismos tis). Yet there is another
dimension to the relationship which this analogy does not capture as clearly: the way in
which rhetoric is an “offshoot” of (1.2, 1356a25), “part” of (1356b30-33), and
“counterpart” to dialectic (1.1, 1355a1). What do these statements mean? It is common
for interpreters to characterize rhetoric as the specific application of dialectical
knowledge to practical, political matters.85 This species-genus characterization makes
sense of how rhetoric could be a “part” of dialectic – perhaps rhetoric is just the practical,
political “part” of this general skill in reasoning.
Yet if, as Aristotle says in [4], the enthumēmatikos is a dialectician who
additionally grasps the difference between rhetoric and dialectic, then rhetoric relates to
dialectic not just as a species relates to a genus. The species-genus characterization can
only account for how rhetoric is a “part” of dialectic, not for how it is the “counterpart” to
dialectic. Similarly, it can explain why the dialectician would be “most of all” an
enthumēmatikos, but not what he must additionally grasp in order to actually be one.
Furthermore, here, as in the discussion of politics in Chapter 2, the “offshoot” imagery
resists simple part-whole, or subordinate-ruler, characterizations, since an offshoot of a
plant is more than just a subordinate part of the plant.

For example, Rorty (1996, 8) describes it, rhetoric differs from dialectic by being more “narrowly
practical” in its aims. See also Cope (1867, 9): “theoretically rhetoric is universal in its application, but
practically it is limited for the most part to… human actions, characters, motives, and feelings.”
85
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We may approach the other dimension to the relationship by considering the
different contexts in which dialectic and rhetoric are activated. Aristotle notes in Top. 1.2
that dialectic can have various purposes – including real-world “encounters” (enteuxeis)
and help in philosophical and scientific inquiry – but the first purpose he mentions is
“exercise” (gymnasia) (Top. 1.2, 100a26-29). Exercise, or mental training, does seem to
be the purpose toward which the treatise is directed; the Topics is generally, and I think
rightly, taken to be a handbook for a highly formalized, academic exercise.86 But
importantly, in all these instances of dialectic, the audience is a singular “answerer”
(apokrinomenos). In contrast, rhetoric is “real-life” and faces a plural, public audience,
who are “listeners” (akroatai). While dialectical premises are obtained by asking the
answerer questions, the listeners in rhetoric do not partake actively in the process of
constructing arguments, but rather, receive arguments without first engaging in questionand-answer. As Brunschwig describes the difference, “dialectic is basically a greenhouse
flower that grows and flourishes in the protected atmosphere of the school… But rhetoric
is a plant growing in the open air of the city and the public places”.87 This difference in
context is, I suggest, what explains the other differences; in particular, it explains why
rhetoric can be a capacity structurally “similar” (1356a31) to dialectic (and hence a
general capacity of logoi, indicated in passages [1]-[3] above) yet at the same time deal
with a specific subset of the material. In a public context, we might say that a speaker
“activates” his dialectical capacity from a different angle, or to a different degree.

86

See Brunschwig (1984, 34-36)

87

Brunschwig (1996, 51).

102

This characterization of the relationship is still obscure, so another analogy may
help to capture it. Rhetoric is “part” of dialectic not in species-genus sense in which
pediatrics is part of medicine, but the sense in which public health consulting is part of
medicine. Among professionals, a doctor is “most of all” the one you would want to
consult about public health, even if, in order to advise well, she must additionally grasp
the difference between her usual professional tasks (e.g., surgery, or preventative primary
care) and the task of advising public health policies. Similarly, the dialectician is “most of
all” the one who will be enthumēmatikos, but in order to construct enthymemes well, he
must additionally grasp the difference between dialectical arguments and rhetorical
arguments. Thus, rhetoric is a relaxed form of dialectic, like jogging is a relaxed form of
racing, but relaxation does not fully capture the difference. As an “offshoot” of dialectic,
rhetoric has a life of its own, so to speak; it has a different purpose, in the same way
public health has a different purpose than medicine. It is “part” of it in the sense in which
public health is part of medicine, as the public “counterpart” to private medicine.
Finally, the qualification “most of all” leaves open that there are other ways to be
enthumēmatikos without full knowledge of dialectic. The good jogger is “most of all” the
one who could also race, grasps the difference, and chooses to jog, but there might very
well be a good jogger who does not race. Similarly, a good public health consultant is
“most of all” also a doctor, and grasps the difference, choosing to advise; but it is
possible that someone be a good public health consultant without being a doctor. It is
therefore not essential to an excellent orator that he also be an excellent dialectician. For
rhetoric centrally involves dialectical knowledge but does not entail full dialectical
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knowledge. This conclusion is parallel to the one drawn in Chapter 2: rhetoric involves
some political knowledge, but not full-fledged political wisdom. And we should expect
congruence in the accounts of how rhetoric relates to dialectic and politics, given
Aristotle’s claim that rhetoric relates to both dialectic and politics as their “offshoot”
(Rhet. 1.2, 1356a25-27), and his claim that it is “composed” of them both (1.4, 1359b811).
This characterization of the relationship between rhetoric and dialectic
complicates the hypothesis. This hypothesis was: the norms of rhetoric are just the norms
of dialectic. But if rhetoric is a somehow “relaxed” form of dialectic, we can no longer
assume the norms are the same. A norm for racing, like “go as fast as you can,” does not
apply to jogging. Similarly, if rhetoric is a public form of dialectic, we cannot assume it
shares all of dialectic’s norms. A norm for doctoring, like “do everything you can to save
each patient,” does not apply to public health.

C. Enthymemes as “relaxed” dialectical deductions
To briefly summarize this part so far, section 1 showed that dialectic is a skill in
informal and interpersonal reasoning, and section 2 showed that, as a “counterpart,”
“composed” of and “similar” to dialectic, rhetoric is also a skill in informal and
interpersonal reasoning. Yet (a) it is more informal, because it is in some sense a
“relaxed” form of dialectical reasoning, and (b) it interacts with different persons than
dialectic does, since it is public facing. Part 2 will discuss the implications of (b). But

104

first, in this section I consider (a) in more detail: in what way is rhetoric a “relaxation” of
dialectical skill?
For centuries, scholars understood this relaxed status in the following way.
Rhetorical reasoning is distinct from dialectical reasoning because it produces
“abbreviated” dialectical deductions. What makes an argument rhetorical, and not
dialectical, is simply the omission of one or more premises. This interpretation is based
on several of Aristotle’s comments in the Rhetoric. For instance, in Rhet. 2.22, he says
that an enthymeme will differ from dialectical deductions in that it will “not draw the
conclusion from far back” or will “not include everything” (Rhet. 2.22, 1395b23-26).
Elsewhere he says omissions are permitted in rhetorical argument, and he even advises
leaving unstated things which “everyone knows” (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a20-21).
While the interpretation of the enthymeme as an abbreviated deduction was
ubiquitous in logic textbooks from the medieval period through the 19th century, modern
interpreters have largely departed from this interpretation.88 In his influential paper on the
enthymeme, Burnyeat (1996) discounts this interpretation by noting that “a premise
suppressed is still a premise of the argument,” and accordingly, argues that omitting or
suppressing a premise does not change the underlying logic.89 Madden (1952) notes that

See, for example, the Port Royal Logic, Arnauld (1612), chapter XIV: “The enthymeme is a syllogism
perfect in the mind, but imperfect in the expression, since some one of the propositions is suppressed as too
clear and too well known, and as being easily supplied by the mind of those to whom we speak” (229).
88

Hamilton (1883), in his Lectures on Logic, Lect. XX, was probably the first to refute this “common
doctrine of the enthymeme” as “futile” and “erroneously attributed to Aristotle” (276). He says, “the
Enthymeme constitutes no special form of reasoning” and enthymemes and ordinary deductions are
“equally logical” (276).
89

Burnyeat (1996, 101).
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abbreviation is merely a permitted, not an essential, feature of enthymemes.90 Both
clarifications are right, and in my view, so is the departure from the “abbreviation”
interpretation of what essentially defines the enthymeme; Aristotle never says that
enthymemes must be abbreviated, only that they may be.
We should look for alternative ways of characterizing the “relaxation” of the
enthymeme other than abbreviation. Commentators have proposed two alternative views,
based on two different interpretations of the following passage, in which Aristotle defines
the rhetorical deduction:
[5]
τὸ δὲ τινῶν ὄντων ἕτερόν τι διὰ ταῦτα συμβαίνειν παρὰ ταῦτα τῷ ταῦτα εἶναι ἢ
καθόλου ἢ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ ἐκεῖ μὲν συλλογισμὸς ἐνταῦθα δὲ ἐνθύμημα καλεῖται.
(Rhet. 1.2, 1356b16-18).
When certain things are the case, and something different from them follows
through these things, in virtue of these things, either universally or for the most
part, there it is called a deduction, and here it is called an enthymeme

The passage is very similar to the definitions of deduction found in the Topics, the
Sophistical Refutations, and the Prior Analytics (Top. I.1 100a25-27; SE 164b27-165a2;
APr. 1.1, 24b18-20), but with one exception: the inclusion of the “for the most part” is
unique to the Rhetoric. Commentators generally agree on the reason for this qualification:
rhetorical premises deal with practical matters, which Aristotle thinks can hold only “for
the most part” (e.g., 1357a23-33). The interpretive debate concerns the way in which this
fact explains the qualification in the definition of “deduction” in the Rhetoric passage.
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The two remaining views of relaxation result from two interpretations of how the “for the
most part” qualification affects the whole enthymeme.
Burnyeat (1996, 103) argues that the effect of such “for the most part” premises is
a similarly qualified inference. The result is that an enthymeme (i.e., the rhetorical
deduction) “may not provide a logically sufficient justification for its conclusion, but for
all that may offer a consideration (enthumēma)… which is capable of determining the
intellect to either give or withhold its assent” (108-109). I call this the “Consideration
View,” since on it, enthymemes function as considerations for an audience’s determinate
judgment, i.e., judgment that is, in the end, all-or-nothing (e.g., the man is guilty, or
innocent). As considerations, enthymemes are considerations for the conclusion, but do
not logically entail it.
Others, including Rapp and Raphael, take it that the effect of such “for the most
part” premises is a qualified conclusion.91 On this interpretation, an enthymeme is
straightforwardly valid – the conclusion follows necessarily – but the conclusion which
follows is only probably true; I will accordingly call this the “Probability” view. Rapp
(2018, 232) describes the “for the most part” qualification itself attaching to the
conclusion. Raphael (1974, 159) construes the conclusion itself as a probability; she says,
a “for the most part” general premise “probilifies a particular statement,” where that
particular statement is the conclusion. Regardless of the slight difference between these

91

Hamilton (1883, 276); Rapp & Wagner (2013, 18); Rapp (2018, 232); Raphael (1974, 159).

107

construals,92 the important point is the difference between these “Probability” views and
Burnyeat’s “Consideration” view. On either “Probability” view, the enthymeme is an
argument which always rationally requires the audience to attach some degree of
credence to the conclusion. This is because, on this view of the enthymeme, the inference
is necessary – it is only the conclusion which is qualified. Accordingly, whether a given
enthymeme actually persuades will depend on whether it secures a more probable
conclusion than the enthymeme(s) on the opposing side. In contrast, on Burnyeat’s
“Consideration” view, the enthymeme is an argument which only sometimes rationally
requires any assent to the conclusion. On this view, when an enthymeme actually
persuades, the result will be a determinate judgment, not a degreed assent.
It is not always obvious what is at stake in these two interpretations. To illustrate
how they differ, consider a case where two “for the most part” principles apply to a
particular defendant, but support incompatible conclusions. The prosecution’s principle is
for the most part, those who are jealous steal. The defense’s principle is for the most
part, those who are temperate do not steal. Now imagine that this particular defendant is
both jealous and temperate, while he obviously could not have both stolen and not stolen.
The two sides of a trial might present the arguments in the table below. The italics refers
to two different ways the jury may take the “for the most part” qualification of these

Since Aristotle uses “for the most part” qualification for general, not particular, statements, and since the
conclusions of rhetorical argument will often be particular statements, Raphael’s construal of the
conclusion qualified in terms of probability is somewhat easier to grasp. When Rapp (2018) refers to “hōs
epi to polu - conclusions” of enthymemes (232) it is not clear whether he is speaking only of cases where
the conclusion is general, or whether he is just speaking loosely, or whether he has, in the background, an
interpretation of “hōs epi to polu” that can apply to particular statements.
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principles to affect the overall argument. On Burnyeat’s “Consideration View,” the jury
members see themselves as usually, but not always, entitled to the inference, leaving
open the possibility that in this case, the inference is not permitted at all. On the
“Probability View,” the jury members take themselves to be required – by the rational
compulsion of a necessary inference – to attach some probability to the conclusion.
“Consideration” View
Accusation For the most part, those who are
jealous steal
The defendant is jealous

Defense

“Probability” View
For the most part, those who are jealous
steal
The defendant is jealous

I can infer that

I must infer that

The defendant stole
For the most part, those who are
temperate do not steal
The defendant is temperate

There is some probability X that the
defendant stole
For the most part, those who are
temperate do not steal
The defendant is temperate

I can infer that

I must infer that

The defendant did not steal

There is some probability Y that the
defendant did not steal

On the “Consideration” view, the enthymeme, when successful, leads the rational
judge to believe the conclusion, flat-out. On the “Probability” view, the enthymeme,
when successful, produces in the rational judge a higher-degree belief in the conclusion
than the opponent’s conclusion; in the example above, the rational judge will believe the
accusation only if probability X is greater than probability Y.93 The choice between these
two views has important implications for understanding Aristotle’s account of rhetorical
It is worth noting a separate literature, not focused on the enthymeme, concerned with Aristotle’s notion
of pistis, and some recent interpretations that pistis is a cognitive state that admits of degrees: see Goldin
(2020, 64), McCready-Flora (2011, 13-15).
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persuasion, since each tells a different story about what happens when rhetorical
arguments are successful. Does rhetorical persuasion work probabilistically, where
enthymemes are stacked, like evidence, on one side and on the other, until the audience’s
mind is tipped, like a scale, to one side? Or does it work in some other way, where
enthymemes are offered up as considerations to be accepted or rejected for an audience
who, in the end, decides to believe one side or the other?
These questions about how the mechanism of rhetorical persuasion, the
enthymeme, operates on the audience will require further exploration before they can be
answered. For now, we know the enthymeme is in some way different from an ordinary,
logical, dialectical deduction, in virtue of its “for the most part” materials. But there are
several options for understanding in what way it is different. On the “Consideration”
option, it has a qualified inference, i.e., a “looser” type of validity. On the “Probability”
option, it has a qualified conclusion, i.e., it concludes something with a “weaker” kind of
truth. Here is Aristotle’s definition again:
τὸ δὲ τινῶν ὄντων ἕτερόν τι διὰ ταῦτα συμβαίνειν παρὰ ταῦτα τῷ ταῦτα εἶναι ἢ
καθόλου ἢ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ ἐκεῖ μὲν συλλογισμὸς ἐνταῦθα δὲ ἐνθύμημα καλεῖται.
(Rhet. 1.2, 1356b16-18).
When certain things are the case, and something different from them follows
through these things, in virtue of these things, either universally or for the most
part, there it is called a deduction, and here it is called an enthymeme

In the remainder of this chapter, I look more closely at the first part of this
definition. What is the sense in which rhetorical premises “are the case”? The question of
validity – whether truth is preserved in a rhetorical argument – relies on the prior
question of what sorts of truths there are to be preserved. So far, we know that rhetorical
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premises are “endoxa” and hold “for the most part.” My aim in Part 2 will be to clarify
the norms governing rhetorical premises, with a view toward understanding their
relationship to the truth.

Part 2: Reasoning “From Endoxa”
A. Endoxa: empirical and normative interpretations
The premises to be used in rhetorical and dialectical arguments are drawn from
the “endoxa” (APo. 1.19 81b20; Top. 1.1, 100a20; Rhet. 1.2, 1356b33-37). Specifying the
norms of rhetorical premises requires understanding what Aristotle means by “endoxa.”
He defines the “endoxa” in the Topics as “the things which seem so (ta dokounta) to
everyone, or to most people, or to the wise” (Top. 1.1, 100b22-24). “What seems so” is a
relational notion – one can always ask, “seems so to whom?” – but this definition tells us
that the endoxa mark a special class of the things that seem so, for which the “to whom”
is fixed: everyone, most people, or the wise.
Yet this brief definition of the endoxa raises an important question about their
relationship to the truth. If the endoxa are premises defined by what “most people”
believe, then they are defined by a certain statistical standard for belief: the majority
believe them. Understood this way, “endoxa” seems to be an empirical notion. On the
other hand, if the endoxa are defined by what “the wise” believe – presumably, in virtue
of their being wise – then they are premises that meet a certain alethic standard, for the
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wise believe what is true. Understood this way, the endoxa seems to be a normative
notion.
There is a sense in which we should not expect Aristotle to strictly separate these
two notions, the empirical and the normative, and accordingly, we should not expect to
find in his work a clear answer to this question. For Aristotle, empirical notions, such as
phainomena and legomena, are themselves closely related to, and are important guides to,
the truth. This much is indicated by the method in some of his scientific treatises and the
famous “endoxic method” passage in the Nicomachean Ethics (EN 7.1, 1145b2-7). There
is persistent debate on the epistemic status of appearances and their role in Aristotle’s
method in natural science and ethics.94 Since my interest is in understanding what makes
a given proposition a candidate dialectical and rhetorical premise, I will not engage
directly with this larger debate. But its persistence provides a good indication of an
important fact: that Aristotle’s use of the endoxa oscillates between the empirical and
normative senses.
In some places Aristotle clearly distinguishes between being endoxon and being
true (e.g., Top. 1.1, 100a26-29; APo. 1.18, 81b18-24). In other places, he deliberately
blurs the line between them, for instance:
τό τε γὰρ ἀληθὲς καὶ τὸ ὅμοιον τῷ ἀληθεῖ τῆς αὐτῆς ἐστι δυνάμεως ἰδεῖν, ἅμα δὲ
καὶ οἱ ἄνθρωποι πρὸς τὸ ἀληθὲς πεφύκασιν ἱκανῶς καὶ τὰ πλείω τυγχάνουσι τῆς

On the role of endoxa and appearances in Aristotle’s method, in general, see Owen (1986); Nussbaum
(2001, ch. 8); Frede (2012). On the role of endoxa in Aristotle’s ethical method, see Kraut (2006, e.g., 79);
Barnes (1980, e.g., 509); Klein (1992); and in Henry and Nielson (2015), see Karbowski (ch. 5) and
Devereaux (ch. 6).
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ἀληθείας· διὸ πρὸς τὰ ἔνδοξα στοχαστικῶς ἔχειν τοῦ ὁμοίως ἔχοντος καὶ πρὸς τὴν
ἀλήθειάν ἐστιν. (Rh 1.1, 1355a14-18)
For seeing both what is true and what is similar to what is true belongs to the
same capacity, and at the same time, people are naturally adequate regarding what
is true and they mostly attain the truth. For this reason, someone disposed to aim
skillfully regarding the endoxa is similarly disposed regarding the truth.

In the light of this comment from Rhetoric 1.1 and the more general confusion regarding
how Aristotle conceives of the empirical and normative, the definition of the endoxa from
Topics 1.1 – “the things which seem so to everyone, or to most people, or to the wise”
(100b22-24) – leaves much open about their epistemic status. The next two sections turn
to other evidence with the aim of clarifying their status. Ultimately, I find that there are
two distinct kinds of norms Aristotle establishes for propositions to be endoxa. I call the
first kind a “stability norm,” because it specifies the way in which the person must hold a
belief for it to be endoxon. I call the second kind a “reasonableness norm,” because it
establishes a standard the person themselves must meet for their beliefs to be endoxa.

B. Stability norm: endoxa versus apparent endoxa
A good place to begin to understand the status of the endoxa is to consider what
they are not. In the Rhetoric Aristotle describes what is “not endoxon” as what is “not
persuasive” (mē pithanon), “not agreed to” (mē ex homologoumenōn) and “in need of
argument” (deomenōn sullogismou) (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a9-13). We may infer from these
negative demarcations that the endoxa are propositions that are (a) persuasive not to a
person but to people, (b) agreed to, and (c) need no argument.
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We also learn some negative criteria for endoxa in Topics 1.1, where Aristotle
distinguishes between properly dialectical deductions and other kinds of deductions. As
discussed in Part 1, he distinguishes dialectical deductions from demonstrative
deductions because the former are from endoxon premises and the latter are from
scientific truths (Top. 1.1, 100a26-29). And, also mentioned in Part 1, he distinguishes
dialectical deductions from contentious deductions. Crucial to his category of
“contentious deduction” is a distinction between the endoxa and the “apparent” endoxa
(Top. 1.1, 100b24-26). In the Rhetoric, Aristotle employs a similar distinction between
persuasive things and “apparently persuasive” things:
τῆς αὐτῆς τό τε πιθανὸν καὶ τὸ φαινόμενον ἰδεῖν πιθανόν, ὥσπερ καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς
διαλεκτικῆς συλλογισμόν τε καὶ φαινόμενον συλλογισμόν· (Rhet. 1.1, 1355b1517)
It belongs to the same [craft] to see the persuasive and the apparently persuasive,
just as it belongs to dialectic [to see] the deduction and the apparent deduction

Further, just as he distinguishes between [dialectical] deduction and apparent
[dialectical] deduction, he also distinguishes between the enthymeme and the “apparent
enthymeme” (phainomenon enthumēma). The apparent enthymeme is the subject of Rhet.
2.24, which begins this way:
Ἐπεὶ δ’ ἐνδέχεται τὸν μὲν εἶναι συλλογισμόν, τὸν δὲ μὴ εἶναι μὲν φαίνεσθαι δέ,
ἀνάγκη καὶ ἐνθύμημα τὸ μὲν εἶναι, τὸ δὲ μὴ εἶναι ἐνθύμημα φαίνεσθαι δέ, ἐπείπερ
τὸ ἐνθύμημα συλλογισμός τις. (Rhet. 2.24, 1400b34-1401a1)
Since it is possible that while one thing is a deduction, and another is not a
deduction but appears to be one, necessarily too, while one enthymeme is [really
an enthymeme], another is not really an enthymeme but appears to be one, since
indeed, an enthymeme is a sort of deduction.
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Here, Aristotle suggests that the fact that an enthymeme is a “sort of deduction”
(sullogismos tis), warrants inferring that the same appearance-reality distinction that
applies to deductions in dialectic applies to enthymemes. Some enthymemes are real, and
some are merely apparent. And just we saw there are two kinds of contentious
deductions, there are two kinds of apparent enthymemes: some are just logical fallacies
(what seems to be a deduction but is not one), and others are valid deductions, but from
premises that are merely “apparent endoxa” rather than actually endoxa. In practice, it is
not always possible to distinguish these two kinds, and of course it is possible that an
argument be flawed in both ways. Many apparent enthymemes discussed in Rhet. 2.23
seem to work when the premises are unduly vague (omitting certain qualifications like
“how,” “when,” and “where”) (e.g., 1401b35; 1402a15), terse (1401a5), or exaggerated
(1401b5), which could be classified either as invalid arguments appearing valid, or
unsound arguments appearing sound.
The very fact that there is a difference between the endoxa and the apparently
endoxa tells us that being endoxon is a normative notion. The same is true for “the
persuasive,” since there is a difference between “the persuasive” and the “apparently
persuasive.” Both enthymemes and dialectical deductions, being arguments from endoxa
and persuasive premises, fall short of the sort of epistemic achievement attained by a
scientific demonstration (since their premises are not selected because they are true). Yet
at the same time, they meet some standard, since their premises are “really” endoxon and
persuasive, not merely “apparently” endoxon and “apparently” persuasive. Once we
recognize that such notions, endoxa and pithana, are normative, the question becomes:
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what are the norms? In other words, what, precisely, is difference between the genuine
endoxa and the apparent endoxa, and between the genuinely persuasive and the
apparently persuasive? On the subject of the apparently persuasive, Allen comments,
This is puzzling because, though we are used to opposition between reality and
appearance, the persuasive or the plausible often occupies the same place as the
apparent in a like contrast with the truth. To speak of the ‘apparently persuasive,’
then, might seem like speaking of the ‘apparently apparent.’95

Some instances of the apparently persuasive and apparently endoxa are easier to
see as such, and to distinguish from the really persuasive or really endoxa. These usually
involve linguistic tricks, of the sort enumerated in the Sophistical Refutations. In his
commentary on Top. 1.1, Smith uses a famous sophistical example to illustrate the
apparently endoxon: (1) What you have not lost, you have; (2) you have not lost horns;
(3) therefore, you have horns.96 As Smith points out, the first premise appears true, until
one accepts the second premise and sees the absurd conclusion that follows validly.
Faced with this argument, the “answerer” will, upon arriving at its conclusion, come to
realize they assented to a false premise. This case makes it relatively easy to grasp one
sort of apparent endoxa: if the answerer would retract their assent to a premise after
seeing what follows from it, then it was not genuinely acceptable to them in the first
place.
But, Smith thinks, there is a problem with distinguishing between the endoxa and
the apparent endoxa on this basis, in terms of the possibility of retraction. He notes, “any
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acceptable [Smith’s translation for endoxa] premise could change in the same way: the
wise, and even the many, gradually change their views in the light of experience, fashion,
or other influences”.97 He concludes that due to the inability to clearly distinguish the
endoxa from the apparent endoxa, “we are thus left without a clear distinction between
the dialectical and the contentious.”98
The distinction Aristotle has in mind is certainly never made clear. We are not
given objective, context-independent criteria by which a given proposition can be
categorized as either endoxon or apparently endoxon. But my sense is that omission is for
a good reason. Aristotle shows great concern for the honesty and clarity of dialectical
questioning; he devotes a book of the Topics to how one is to ask questions (Top. 8), and
a whole treatise to how one is to identify and defeat sophistical argumentative tactics (the
Sophistical Refutations). He seems to think that as long as we rule out dishonest,
inappropriate tactics, what we will end up with, in the end, are the genuine endoxa, the
genuinely persuasive, things. In lieu of applying objective criteria, we are to check: is the
questioner intending a trick in asking the question? Is the answerer given appropriate
time to think? Would the answerer answer the question the same way if it were phrased
differently? It is the apparent endoxa which are the results of sophistical “art”; the endoxa
are the basically acceptable things, to which we would assent, barring unusual situations.
Put differently, the apparent endoxa are acceptable only “on the surface” (epipolaion)
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(Top. 1.1, 100b26-29); the endoxa are acceptable underneath, or regardless of, their
presentation (cf. Rhet. 1.1, 1355a15-17).
We can see how ruling out similar tactics in rhetoric could help to separate the
persuasive from the apparently persuasive. Book 3, which deals with style (lexis) and
arrangement (taxis), opens with the distinction between proofs and these other elements
(1403b6-8) on the basis that proofs are what make “the things themselves” (ta auta
pragmata) have “persuasiveness” (pithanon) (Rhet. 3.1, 1403b18-20), while style and
arrangement, it is suggested, generates persuasiveness through sources other than the
pragma, such as through an audience’s pleasure and pain (Rhet. 3.1, 1404a1-5).99 We
could perhaps similarly distinguish the use of endoxa from the use of apparent endoxa in
rhetoric by ruling out certain tactics. Is the orator limiting their speech to the pragma (the
thing at issue), do they avoid speaking exo tou pragmatos (outside the thing at issue), and
do they refrain from embellishing the pragma with style? Are they using words in the
same sense in which the audience understands these words, and avoiding using words in
a special, technical sense? Would the audience be persuaded by the same argument again,
but with some expressions slightly changed?
If we approach the distinction between the endoxa and the apparent endoxa by
means of ruling out bad tactics, then the distinction, though still not clear-cut, becomes
about the relative stability of the audience’s beliefs. This amounts to asking whether in
reasonably “nearby” counterfactual worlds, where the timing, expression, and other slight
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factors are changed, the audience would still accept the propositions put forth as premises
in the speech (in rhetoric) or would still answer the questions in the same way (in
dialectic). If very slight changes to the circumstances in which the proposition is
presented would make a difference to whether the audience accepts it, then it is closer to
being merely apparently endoxon.100
Dialectical and rhetorical premises are endoxa, as opposed to apparent endoxa.
This means they are premises expressing relatively stable beliefs of the audience. The
distinction can perhaps be captured by the renderings “believable” versus “accepted”
propositions. A proposition can be, as a matter of fact, accepted by a person, without
being truly believable to that person. This may happen in cases where the person is in bad
or unusual epistemic conditions.101 The procedural norms of dialectic and rhetoric are
supposed to avoid this situation, by ruling out bad tactics.
But a proposition can be, as a matter of fact, not accepted, while being truly
believable. In this case, there is an asymmetry between dialectic and rhetoric, since the
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The circumstances relevant to this notion of stability are those about the presentation of a proposition,
not those facts about the world that make the proposition true. This is because a genuine, i.e., stable, belief
may reasonably change over time in response to changes in other facts about the world. In other words, the
point of my notion of stability is to rule out beliefs that would change under different formulations or
expressions of the proposition, or different states of mind; it is not meant to rule out beliefs that may
reasonably change over time in light of new evidence.
An example of someone accepting what is not acceptable – even to themselves – is at Gorgias 495d6e2, when Socrates and Callias discuss Callias’ thesis that pleasure is the good:
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ΚΑΛ. Σωκράτης δέ γε ἡμῖν ὁ Ἀλωπεκῆθεν οὐχ ὁμολογεῖ ταῦτα. ἢ ὁμολογεῖ;
Callias: Socrates of Alopece does not agree with us about these things; or does he agree?
ΣΩ. Οὐχ ὁμολογεῖ· οἶμαι δέ γε οὐδὲ Καλλικλῆς, ὅταν αὐτὸς αὑτὸν θεάσηται ὀρθῶς.
Socrates: I don’t agree, but I think neither does Callias, whenever he correctly views himself
Here, Callias is not in unusual epistemic conditions, and he has not been tricked by Socrates. Rather, he
accepts what is not acceptable because he is not “correctly view[ing] himself.”
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answerer in dialectic is also bound to the norms of dialectic, while the audience is not
bound to the norms of rhetoric. When a person does not actually accept what is
believable, or accepts what is not believable, it may be because they are being
contentious, answering questions in bad faith. The norms of dialectic are meant to rule
out this behavior, since they govern the answerer in addition to the questioner. In Top.
8.11 Aristotle admits that the answerer, and not just the questioner, may be contentious:
he says that anyone who obstructs the common task (koinon ergon) is one who “is bad at
dialectic” (phaulōs dialegetai) – it makes no difference (diapherei d’ouden), he notes,
whether they are the questioner or the answerer (Top. 8.11, 161a36-b5). But in rhetoric,
this situation may also arise: an audience may simply not accept what is truly believable.
Such a situation is just unfortunate – it is not because the audience members are violating
the norms of rhetoric, because the norms of rhetoric do not govern them in the first place.
They may simply be too epistemically disadvantaged, too dishonest, too biased, or too
alienated from their true beliefs to accept what is – to them – truly believable.
The distinction between the endoxa and the apparent endoxa, as a distinction
between what is believable and what is, as a matter of fact, accepted, is important because
it tells us that being endoxon, though a property which is relative to a person or group of
people, also has an objective aspect. The difficulty is that Aristotle does not articulate any
objective criterion. We are instead left to glimpse the distinction between the endoxa and
the apparent endoxa indirectly, through his warnings to avoid sophistical tricks in asking
questions (in dialectic) and avoid speaking “outside of the things” themselves (in
rhetoric). Being endoxon is, for Aristotle, a normative notion: it refers to what is
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believable. The endoxa are propositions that should be accepted, if the epistemic
conditions are basically good or normal, and if the proposition is presented in a clear, fair
manner. Accordingly, a premise may be endoxon even if there is no one in the audience
who actually accepts it, and conversely, speaking from what the audience as a matter of
fact accepts does not guarantee that one speaks from the endoxa.

C. Reasonableness norm: endoxa to whom?
Aristotle also establishes limitations regarding the proper audience, both for
dialectic and for rhetoric. In this section I discuss the evidence of these limitations and
argue that they result in a second kind of norm for dialectical and rhetorical premises.
Part of what makes a proposition genuinely endoxon, and thus a proper candidate for
dialectical and rhetorical argument, is that it is believed by people who meet a certain
standard of reasonableness; hence I call this the “reasonableness norm.”
The primary evidence to consider is the following passage in Rhet. 1.2, where
Aristotle describes dialectical and rhetorical audiences:
ἐπεὶ γὰρ [1] τὸ πιθανὸν τινὶ πιθανόν ἐστι, καὶ τὸ μὲν εὐθὺς ὑπάρχει δι’ αὑτὸ
πιθανὸν καὶ πιστὸν τὸ δὲ τῷ δείκνυσθαι δοκεῖν διὰ τοιούτων, [2] οὐδεμία δὲ τέχνη
σκοπεῖ τὸ καθ’ ἕκαστον, οἷον ἡ ἰατρικὴ τί Σωκράτει τὸ ὑγιεινόν ἐστιν ἢ Καλλίᾳ,
ἀλλὰ τί τῷ τοιῷδε ἢ τοῖς τοιοῖσδε (τοῦτο γὰρ ἔντεχνον, τὸ δὲ καθ’ ἕκαστον
ἄπειρον καὶ οὐκ ἐπιστητόν), [3] οὐδὲ ἡ ῥητορικὴ τὸ καθ’ ἕκαστον ἔνδοξον
θεωρήσει, οἷον Σωκράτει ἢ Ἱππίᾳ, ἀλλὰ τὸ τοιοισδί, καθάπερ καὶ ἡ διαλεκτική.
[4] καὶ γὰρ ἐκείνη συλλογίζεται οὐκ ἐξ ὧν ἔτυχεν (φαίνεται γὰρ ἄττα καὶ τοῖς
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παραληροῦσιν), ἀλλ’ ἐκείνη μὲν ἐκ τῶν λόγου δεομένων, ἡ δὲ ῥητορικὴ ἐκ τῶν
ἤδη βουλεύεσθαι εἰωθότων. (Rhet. 1.2, 1356b28-1357a1)102
Since [1] what is persuasive is persuasive to someone, and is on the one hand
either immediately and through itself persuasive and believable, [or] on the other
hand, [is persuasive and believable] by seeming to be shown through things of
this sort [i.e., things that are persuasive and believable through themselves]; and
[2] no craft investigates the particular, for example, the medical craft is [not
about] what is healthy for Socrates or Callias, but what is [healthy] for a person of
a certain sort or people of a certain sort (for this is technical, and the particular is
unlimited and not knowable), [3] neither does rhetoric grasp a particular belief,
for example, [the belief of] Socrates or Hippias, but rather [the beliefs of] people
of a sort, just as also [is true in] dialectic. [4] For even [dialectic] reasons
deductively not from any chance things (for some things appear so even to mad
people), but rather, [dialectic reasons from the beliefs of] those in need of
argument, and rhetoric [reasons from the beliefs of] those already accustomed to
deliberate

Throughout this passage, Aristotle’s focus is on the audience. In [1] he
distinguishes what is persuasive absolutely from what is persuasive only relatively, i.e., to
a person. In [2] he contrasts particular people and “sorts” of people in order to make the
point that crafts do not investigate what is healthy, persuasive, etc., to particular people,
but always to sorts of people. In [3] he applies these two points to rhetoric, concluding
that rhetoric, like the other crafts, does not reason from the beliefs of particular people,
but from the beliefs of people of a sort – an inference that requires we substitute “what is
persuasive” (to pithanon) with “what is believable” (to endoxon). This statement serves
to specify a point he makes elsewhere: that “the function of rhetoric is not to persuade but
to recognize the existing persuasive things in each case” (οὐ τὸ πεῖσαι ἔργον αὐτῆς, ἀλλὰ
τὸ ἰδεῖν τὰ ὑπάρχοντα πιθανὰ περὶ ἕκαστον) (Rhet. 1.1, 1355b10-11). Here we learn that

Kassel reads this last line: ἀλλ’ ἐκείνη μὲν ἐκ τῶν λόγου δεομένοις, ἡ δὲ ῥητορικὴ ἐκ τῶν ἤδη
βουλεύεσθαι εἰωθόσιν, discussed below.
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“the persuasive things” with which rhetoric deals are defined by reference to a group, not
an individual.
Interestingly, he then draws a comparison to dialectic (καθάπερ καὶ ἡ διαλεκτική),
which is surprising, since dialectic is directed to an individual, not a group. As I read it,
the final line, [4] is meant to explain this comparison. Aristotle says that dialectic
“reasons not from any chance things (for some things appear even to mad people)” but
rather, “from [the beliefs of people] in need of argument.” The corresponding thought
(the de in the men… de clause) is that rhetoric, too, reasons “from [the beliefs of people]
accustomed to deliberate.” The comparison between the (singular) audience of dialectic
and the (plural) audience of rhetoric can therefore be understood, if what we are meant to
notice is that both audiences are comprised of certain “sorts” of people, not just whoever
happens to be present. In other words, in this passage Aristotle tells us that the audiences
of both dialectic and rhetoric are defined by a certain standard, not simply by whether
they happen to be, in dialectic, the individual answering, or in rhetoric, the public
listening.
Yet this is an unusual reading and requires a fuller defense. The interpretive
challenge relies on determining whether the two ek + genitive expressions refer to
premises or to people. First, we must settle the question of whether dialectic reasons
“from what needs argument” or “from [the beliefs of people] in need of argument” (ἐκ
τῶν λόγου δεομένων). Second, we must settle the question of whether rhetoric reasons
“from what is commonly deliberated” or “from [the beliefs of people] accustomed to
deliberate” (ἐκ τῶν ἤδη βουλεύεσθαι εἰωθότων).
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Interpreters most commonly take both phrases to refer to premises.103 This
common reading is strongly suggested by the ek + genitive expression, which Aristotle
often uses for premises (e.g., APo. 1.2, 71b20-24; Top. 1.1, 100a25-31; Rhet. 1.2,
1357a31-32). But some interpreters have thought these phrases must refer to people, not
propositions, and accordingly have accepted certain emendations to better fit this
meaning. For instance, Kassel (1976, 13), following Maier, reads the genitives in the
OCT (deomenōn and eiōthotōn) as datives (deomenois and eiōthosin); Reeve (2019, 176)
follows Kassel’s reading; Spengel (1838, 58) suggests Aristotle’s point would be clearer
if he had used “peri” instead of “ek.” As my translation indicates, I agree with this latter
interpretation, but without any emendations to the text. In fact, I want to suggest that the
locution may be an important part of Aristotle’s point. My view is that the genitive
phrases, taken by themselves, do refer to people, not propositions (in this respect I agree
with Reeve, Kassel, and Spengel), but the whole expression (ek + genitive phrase) refers
to premises, because dialectical and rhetorical premises are defined relative to people.
There are several reasons to prefer this reading. First, the common reading, on
which these genitive phrases refer to propositions, would not cohere well with Aristotle’s
conception of argument.104 In his (very reasonable) conception of argument, one should
not argue from what needs argument, but to what needs argument; similarly, it is only
reasonable that one should not argue from what is commonly the subject of deliberation,
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e.g., Roberts (1924); Grimaldi (1980); Freese (1926)/Striker (2020).
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For instance, the Posterior Analytics, the text on demonstrative deductions, opens with the observation
that all learning comes “from already existing knowledge” (ek prohuparchousēs gnōseōs) (1.1, 71a1-2).
One of the requirements for the premises of such deductions is that they are “more familiar”
(gnōrimōterōn) than the conclusion (1.2, 71b23)

124

but to what is commonly the subject of deliberation.105 It would be surprising if he were
claiming here that the premises of dialectic are drawn from propositions which are
themselves in need of argument, and that the premises of rhetoric are drawn from
propositions which are themselves the subject of deliberation.
Second, as discussed above, Aristotle’s focus in this passage is on the audience.
Specifically, his intention in [2] and [3] is to specify limitations on the proper audience
for dialectic and for rhetoric. Consider first the genitive phrase “τῶν λόγου δεομένων” as
a limitation on the audience for dialectic to “those in need of argument.” Elsewhere,
where Aristotle describes the limitations on the audience of dialectic, he uses similar
language. In Top. 1.11, he explains that the antilogikoi to be addressed in dialectic are not
just anyone, but those people who are “in need of argument” (tōn logou deomenōn), “not
punishment or perception” (mē kolaseōs ē aistheseōs) (Top. 1.11, 105a5). In the passage
at hand, the exclusion of “mad people” from the audience for dialectic has the same
effect. If someone is puzzled by what they should not be puzzled by (such as whether one
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Consider, for instance, the nearly opposite definitions of dialectical premises (protaseis) and conclusions
(problemata):
ἔστι δὲ πρότασις διαλεκτικὴ ἐρώτησις ἔνδοξος ἢ πᾶσιν ἢ τοῖς πλείστοις ἢ τοῖς σοφοῖς (Top. 1.10,
104a7-10)
A dialectical premise is a question believed either by everyone or by most people or by the wise.
Πρόβλημα δ᾿ ἐστὶ διαλεκτικὸν […] περὶ οὗ ἢ οὐδετέρως δοξάζουσιν ἢ ἐναντίως οἱ πολλοὶ τοῖς
σοφοῖς ἢ οἱ σοφοὶ τοῖς πολλοῖς ἢ ἑκάτεροι αὐτοὶ ἑαυτοῖς. (Top. 1.11, 104b1-6)
A dialectical problem is… about that which either no one has an opinion, or the many believe
contrary to the wise, or the wise contrary to the many, or people in each of these two groups
believe contrary to themselves.
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should honor one’s parents, or whether snow is white), they need punishment or
perception, not argument, and consequently, not dialectic.
Now let’s consider the reasons to take the second genitive phrase, “τῶν ἤδη
βουλεύεσθαι εἰωθότων,” as a limitation on the audience for rhetoric. The phrase has two
ambiguities which must be settled. The first concerns the gender of εἰωθότων: whether it
is masculine and could refer to “the people used to/ accustomed to…”, or neuter and
likely referring to “the usual/ customary things.” The second ambiguity concerns the
voice of βουλεύεσθαι: whether it is middle, referring to (a person) deliberating, or
passive, referring to (a proposition) being deliberated. In my view, the immediate context
strongly supports taking the phrase as limiting the audience of rhetoric to “those already
accustomed to deliberate,” thus reading the participle as masculine and the infinitive as
middle. In the previous line [3] Aristotle restricted the audience of rhetoric by stating that
rhetoric is not concerned with particular people, such as Socrates or Hippias, but rather,
with “people of a certain sort.” The line [4], beginning with “kai gar,” is a continuation
of that thought. Accordingly, I think this genitive phrase in [4] specifies the “certain sort”
who constitute the audience of rhetoric: the assemblymembers, jurors, and public
spectators. The audience of rhetoric is, broadly speaking, “the public” insofar as they
have an institutionally defined role to deliberate and judge – a role which I discussed in
Chapter 2. Given the role for rhetoric in the polis, it makes sense that Aristotle specifies
the “sort” of people with whom rhetoric is concerned as people who deliberate.
Context aside, this genitive phrase is odd when considered by itself. Though other
writers, including Plato, sometimes use the perfect participle of ethō for people (e.g.,
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Plato’s Phaed. 108c6-8; Sophocles’ Phil. 939), I have not found any instance of a similar
usage in Aristotle. Further, why describe these people as “those accustomed to
deliberate,” and not more straightforwardly, as the ones who do deliberate, or the ones
who hold deliberative office? I don’t have a good answer, except to note that at least one
part of the phrase will be odd in any case. If taken to refer to propositions, βουλεύεσθαι
would have to have a passive meaning, which is also uncommon.106
Yet the more pressing problem for my view that the genitive phrases refer to
people is the fact that they are part of an ek + genitive construction – a construction
Aristotle normally uses to describe premises. Hence, as I mentioned, other interpreters
inclined toward a similar interpretation have accepted certain emendations to the
expression. However, I think there is good reason for Aristotle’s use of the ek + genitive
expression here. While his focus throughout this passage is on the limitations on the
audience for rhetoric, his greater point is indeed about rhetorical premises. The source of
the confusion is that rhetorical premises, like dialectical premises, are propositions
defined by reference to an audience. The ek + genitive expression here is to be expected –
not excused – if Aristotle uses the genitive phrases to describe the audience, and the
whole ek + genitive expression to describe the premises. This is the thought I have
attempted to capture in the last part of my translation, which I reprint again below:
[4] καὶ γὰρ ἐκείνη συλλογίζεται οὐκ ἐξ ὧν ἔτυχεν (φαίνεται γὰρ ἄττα καὶ τοῖς
παραληροῦσιν), ἀλλ’ ἐκείνη μὲν ἐκ τῶν λόγου δεομένων, ἡ δὲ ῥητορικὴ ἐκ τῶν
ἤδη βουλεύεσθαι εἰωθότων. (1356b28-1357a1)

See LSJ entry I for βουλεύω. Still, Grimaldi (1980, 53), who takes the phrase to refer to propositions,
notes that the passive use is “not impossible.”
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[4] For even [dialectic] reasons deductively not from any chance things (for some
things appear so even to mad people), but rather, [dialectic reasons from the
beliefs of] those in need of argument, and rhetoric [reasons from the beliefs of]
those already accustomed to deliberate.

If this interpretation is right, then the passage contains an informative statement of
a norm governing rhetorical premises. In advance of this passage, we already saw that
dialectic and rhetoric draw premises from the endoxa, propositions which are “believed”
(endoxon) or “seem so” (dokei) or “appear so” (phainetai) to a certain audience. We have
also seen that the Topics gives an extensional definition of this audience as “everyone,
most people, or the wise” (Top. 1.1, 100b22-24). In this Rhetoric passage, we get an
intensional definition: the audience (who is the standard of endoxa) in turn must meet a
certain “standard of reasonableness.” The Rhet. 1.2 passage thus gives permission to
interpret the list in Top. 1.1 (everyone, most people, and the wise) as an indirect way to
capture a substantive criterion. For according to Rhet. 1.2, dialectic reasons not from any
person’s beliefs, such as the beliefs of “mad people,” but from the beliefs of people who
are “in need of argument” – a qualification which we should contrast with needing
punishment or perception. Rhetoric, similarly, reasons not just from any group’s beliefs,
but from the beliefs of those who are “accustomed to deliberate” – a quality which we are
perhaps meant to contrast with the tendency to skip over deliberation and make rash
judgments, or the status of having no deliberative function in the polis.
In sum, the passage in Rhet. 1.2 describes similarities between the audiences in
dialectic and rhetoric, and by way of describing their respective audiences, also describes
their respective premises. The standard of reasonableness applies to people, and only as a
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function of applying to people does it also apply to propositions. Among all the endoxa,
those propositions which are believed by people who are accustomed to deliberate
constitute candidate rhetorical premises.
Despite this “reasonableness” norm equally governing the audiences of dialectic
and rhetoric, there are also important differences between the two. In dialectic, the “to
whom” a proposition is endoxon is further specified as the answerer (apokrinomenos).
Since dialectic is primarily an academic exercise, the answerer will be, themself, trained
in dialectic. In explaining why deduction is more useful in dialectic than induction,
Aristotle appeals to the fact that the audience is not “the many” (hoi polloi), but “those
skilled in contradicting” (hoi antilogikoi) (Top. 1.12, 105a16-19). When the audience is
not reasonable enough to engage in dialectic, the implication is that dialectic – the skill
that issues in deductions – is not possible.
In contrast, the audience in rhetoric is often described as “the many” (e.g., Rhet.
1.1, 1355a29). In some places in the Rhetoric, Aristotle describes them even more
disparagingly. We learn that the orator cannot assume the audience will be reasonable,
and if they are not, he must be prepared to make the necessary accommodations. For
instance, Aristotle says that due to the “depravity” (mochthēria) of the listener, there is
sometimes a need to speak of things “outside of the demonstration” (exo tou apodeixai)
(Rhet. 3.1, 1404a5-8). These things “outside of the demonstration” are the stylistic tactics
that will occupy Book 3, which he says are “all show (or, all appearance) and directed at
the listener” (ἀλλ’ ἅπαντα φαντασία ταῦτ’ ἐστί, καὶ πρὸς τὸν ἀκροατήν) (Rhet. 3.1,
1404a11).
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He provides a similar qualification in Rhet. 3.14 to his discussion of preambles,
the non-argumentative introductions to a speech:
δεῖ δὲ μὴ λανθάνειν ὅτι πάντα ἔξω τοῦ λόγου τὰ τοιαῦτα· πρὸς φαῦλον γὰρ
ἀκροατὴν καὶ τὰ ἔξω τοῦ πράγματος ἀκούοντα· ἐπεὶ ἂν μὴ τοιοῦτος ᾖ, οὐθὲν δεῖ
προοιμίου, ἀλλ’ ἢ ὅσον τὸ πρᾶγμα εἰπεῖν κεφαλαιωδῶς, ἵνα ἔχῃ ὥσπερ σῶμα
κεφαλήν. (Rhet. 3.14, 1415b4-9)
And one must not forget that all such things [i.e., preambles] are outside of the
argument, directed at a base listener and one who is disposed to listen for what is
outside the thing at issue. Since if he is not of this sort, there is no need for a
prelude, except as far as to state, in summary, the thing at issue, in order that the
body might have a head

The justification for his discussion of preambles resembles the justification for Book 3 as
a whole: all these things are outside of the “body” of proof – argument, demonstration,
enthymemes – but are necessary when the audience is morally or epistemically lacking.
The possibility of a relatively unreasonable audience for rhetoric – compared to
dialectic – may seem to pose a problem for my view that both dialectical and rhetorical
premises are governed by a norm of “reasonableness.” One might be inclined to think
that only dialectical premises are constrained by such norms – for clearly the rhetorical
audience can be unreasonable, and the capacity of rhetoric can still be exercised under
these conditions. But I think that the possibility of an unreasonable audience is further
support for the norm. It is precisely under these conditions, facing an unreasonable
audience, that an orator cannot obtain rhetorical premises; for what “seems so” to this
audience would not constitute genuine endoxa. The orator must, in these cases, resort to
tactics “outside of the demonstration” (exo tou apodeixai) or “outside of the argument”
(exo tou logou). The important point is that Aristotle describes those same tactics as those
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“directed at the listener” (pros ton akroatēn), or, when he is more precise, “directed at a
base listener” (pros phaulon akroatēn). That is, these non-argumentative tactics are
directly responsive to the unreasonableness of the audience. Argument-construction is not
possible in such conditions, because the material for rhetorical arguments is limited to
what is believable to reasonable people, the endoxa.107

D. Conclusion
In this chapter, I discussed the parallels between the skill of dialectic and the skill
of rhetoric. In Part 1 I showed that both are skills of informal, interpersonal reasoning.
First, they are skills in informal reasoning, since they issue in deductions (sullogismoi)
which are informally valid. Second, they are skills in interpersonal reasoning, because
dialectical deductions and enthymemes take as their premises endoxa, which are a set of
propositions based on what the audience believes. In Part 2, I argued that Aristotle’s
notion of endoxa, at least as it applies to dialectical and rhetorical premises, is normative
in two ways. First, the endoxa are governed by a stability norm which ensures that a
given endoxon proposition is genuinely believable to the audience, and not just accepted
on a whim, or accepted because of the way it is presented. Second, the endoxa are
governed by a reasonableness norm, which ensures that a given endoxon proposition is
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Of course, arguments will not likely persuade such people, even if they could be constructed. Aristotle
expresses doubt about the ability of the “simple” (haplos) judge to follow long chains of reasoning (Rhet.
1.2, 1357a10-12). We might compare these conditions to a desert and compare the orator’s reasoning skill
to a shipbuilding skill. This skill cannot be exercised in a desert with no wood available; but all the same,
ships would be useless in a desert. In this case, the orator must use skills other than reasoning.
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believable to a reasonable audience. In dialectic, they will be persons responsive to
argument; in rhetoric, they will be a people accustomed to deliberating.
At this point, I have raised and left open an important question. In section 3 of
Part 1 I said that rhetorical reasoning is somehow more informal than dialectical
reasoning; it is somehow more “relaxed” than dialectic. But the question remains: how
are we to think of this relaxation of an already-informal type of reasoning? The question
is important for understanding how rhetorical arguments successfully persuade. Does an
enthymeme persuade, like a dialectical deduction, through the force of logical necessity?
Or does it persuade in some other way? We have seen that the enthymeme is only a “sort
of deduction” (sullogismos tis), and that Aristotle’s definition of the enthymeme in Rhet.
1.2 is ambiguous as to whether its qualified status is to be understood in terms of a
“looser” inference or a merely “probable” conclusion. The next chapter will return to this
question by giving a more detailed account of the status of the materials of rhetorical
argument: signs, likelihoods, and maxims.
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Chapter 4: The Enthymeme and its Premises
Introduction
The enthymeme (enthumēma) is an argument special to rhetoric. As the logosproof, it is the primary kind of technical proof in Aristotle’s rhetorical theory (Rhet. 1.1,
1354a15; 1355a7; 1.2, 1356b24-25). Because it is a technical proof, it is constructed by
the orator according to a method (Rhet. 1.2, 1355b37-1356a1), i.e., it is governed by the
norms of the technē. In Chapter 3 I discussed two norms governing the endoxon premises
of both rhetorical and dialectical arguments. One norm set a standard of stability; that is,
a proposition must be truly believable in a range of circumstances, and not merely
accepted under some peculiar circumstance. A second norm set a standard for the
reasonableness of the audience; they must be people who are open to argument and
accustomed to deliberation. The result is that “endoxa” is a normative term, in Aristotle’s
usage, reserved only for beliefs that are (a) stably, genuinely held, by (b) a reasonable
person.
Yet two sets of questions remain. One concerns how the endoxa relate to the truth.
Are endoxa truth-evaluable? If so, what is their truth-value? Are they always true, or can
they be false? If they are true, in what modality are they true, and what makes them true?
Are they true in the same sense in which scientific propositions are true? The second set
of questions concerns how rhetorical premises relate to the endoxa. Are all endoxa
candidate rhetorical premises? Or are the legitimate rhetorical premises a subset of the
endoxa? If so, what further norms govern rhetorical premises? Since my interest is
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ultimately in rhetorical premises, and not endoxa per se, I will approach these sets of
questions together by asking, more simply: must rhetorical premises be true?
This chapter presents the evidence in the Rhetoric that bears on this question.
Ultimately, I find that rhetorical premises are governed by a norm of truth, but that they
are not true in the same way scientific premises are true. To distinguish the norm of truth
governing rhetorical premises, Part 1 begins with a brief overview of the norms
governing scientific premises, which Aristotle enumerates in the Posterior Analytics. The
account there is complex, and many of its details have proved notoriously difficult for
interpreters; here, I intend to steer clear of most interpretive controversies. My aim is
rather to present Aristotle’s conception of scientific truth in outline, to serve as a foil
against which we might understand the more quotidian conception of truth at work in
rhetoric.
I then turn to other evidence about the kinds of propositions to be used as
rhetorical premises. While we have seen that Aristotle describes rhetorical and dialectical
premises as “endoxa” (APo. 1.19 81b20; Top. 1.1, 100a20; Rhet. 1.2, 1356b33-37), in the
Rhetoric he more commonly describes rhetorical premises as “signs” (sēmeia) and
“likelihoods” (eikota) (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a31-32; 1.3, 1359a6-9; 2.25, 1402b12-14). The
claim that rhetorical premises are signs and likelihoods is more informative than the
claim that they are endoxa, since, we will see, signs and likelihoods are species of
endoxa. In Part 2 I explicate Aristotle’s account of each kind of proposition.
First, I show how the signs to be used as rhetorical premises are different from
natural and necessary signs. Rhetorical signs are endoxa, and this means they signify
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something to someone, i.e., they signify what they do only relative to a community, not
absolutely, or by nature. Second, I show that likelihoods are functionally different from
scientific “for the most part” truths. Likelihoods are defined in contrast to necessity,
whereas scientific “for the most part” truths are defined in contrast to chance.
Part 3 applies this account of signs and likelihoods to Aristotle’s doctrine of the
enthymeme. First, I discuss a kind of proposition that exemplifies this account of
rhetorical premises as signs and likelihoods: maxims (gnōmai). Maxims help show that
rhetorical premises differ from scientific premises not primarily in terms of truthevaluability, truth-value, or modality, but rather, in terms of their inferential function in
arguments. Second, I apply this account of rhetorical premises to the question raised in
Chapter 3: how we are to understand Aristotle’s claim that the enthymeme is like other
deductions, but also unlike them – it is “a kind of deduction” (sullogismos tis) (Rhet. 1.1,
1355a8; Rhet. 2.24, 1401a1), one whose conclusion either follows108 or holds109 not, as in
the other cases, “by necessity,” but “for the most part” (Rhet. 1.2, 1356b16-18).
In Chapter 3, I presented two existing interpretations of the enthymeme, the
“Consideration View” and the “Probability View.” The account of signs and likelihoods
defended in the present chapter provides new support for Burnyeat’s “Consideration
View” of the enthymeme. In short, signs and likelihoods are the sorts of major premises
that cannot guarantee particular conclusions, so as deductions constructed from signs and
likelihoods, enthymemes turn out to be structurally different from ordinary, dialectical
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According to the Consideration View

109

According to the Probability View
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deductions. They function as considerations for the audience’s judgment; they rationally
license, but do not rationally require, drawing the target conclusion.

Part 1: Truth and scientific truth
A. Scientific premises and truth
It will be helpful to start this investigation into the status of rhetorical premises
with a brief overview of the comparative case: scientific premises. According to
Aristotle, scientific arguments, “demonstrations,” (apodeixeis) produce scientific
knowledge (epistēmē) in virtue of satisfying the criteria outlined in the Posterior
Analytics. Among these criteria is the requirement that demonstrations consist of
necessarily true premises which are causes (aitia) of a necessary conclusion (APo. 1.2
71b30; 1.4, 73a22-25). Setting aside many details, we may say that Aristotle thinks the
conclusion of a demonstration must be necessary because the objects of epistēmē are
necessities (anagkaia) (APo. 1.2, 71b16; 1.33, 88b30-34); and he thinks the premises
must be necessary because having epistēmē of the conclusion involves knowing not just
“that” (hoti) it is true, but “why” (dioti) it is true, and this is only possible if the middle
term “through which” (di’ hou) it is demonstrated also holds necessarily (APo. 1.6,
74b26-32).
In Aristotle’s view, if a proposition is to serve as a scientific premise, it is not
enough to be true: it must be necessarily true, or, according to an expansion in Posterior
Analytics 1.30, “for the most part” true (APo. 1.30, 87b20-28). But it is also not even
enough to be “for the most part” true. Not every proposition expressing a statistically
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frequent connection will count as a scientific premise. A scientific premise must be,
furthermore, necessarily or for the most part true in virtue of a certain relationship
obtaining between subject and predicate: the connection must obtain due to something
about the subject “in itself” (kath’ hauto) (APo. 1.4, 73a34-b6; 1.6, 74b5-12; 1.19 81b1929; 1.22 84a13-16).110 For instance, it may be true that most musical things walk, since
most musical things are human beings and most human beings walk. Still, the proposition
“what is musical for the most part walks” will not count as a scientific premise, because
there is nothing about musicality itself that explains, or grounds, this connection to
walking. In contrast, it is true that what is near does not twinkle, but this relationship
holds for a different reason, namely, it holds because of something about nearness itself.
There are many interpretive difficulties surrounding the doctrine of “in itself”
predication, but I think we can, for the present purposes, leave them aside.111 The
important point is just that, for Aristotle, a scientific premise is not only (a) true, but is
also (b) true in a certain modality (necessity or for the most part) and has (c) a certain
metaphysical basis (“in itself” predication). We might call these three conditions the
criteria for “scientific truth”: for a proposition to be scientifically true, i.e., a candidate

Commentators since antiquity have called the “in itself” predication Aristotle theorizes about in the
Posterior Analytics “natural” predication (though Aristotle does not use this term himself), e.g., Barnes
(1995, 115); Bronstein (2019); Philoponus (218.24-25).
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There is a history of interpreting this kind of predication as the predication of subjects that are
substances (e.g., Hamlyn 1961; Barnes 1995, 118). More recently, Bronstein (2019) has defended an
alternative formulation, which I think makes better sense of Aristotle’s examples. In Bronstein’s reading,
“in itself” predication includes cases where “a predicate belongs necessarily but not essentially (and so in
that sense accidentally) to an item that inheres in its essence” (118). In other words, the subject of “in
itself” predication need not be a substance; but still, something about its essence, and not its accidents, must
ground the connection to the predicate.
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premise in a scientific demonstration, it must be necessarily or for the most part true in
virtue of a connection obtaining between the predicate and the subject “itself.”
Taken together, these criteria establish a high bar for scientific truth. It is
reasonable to think that such a high bar leaves underneath it much room for another kind
of truth; for many propositions we would reasonably call “true” will not satisfy these
criteria. In fact, Aristotle does recognize that there are truths that will fail to count as
scientific truths in his technical sense. For instance, he acknowledges that contingent
propositions can be true, and notes that our attitude toward such propositions can only be
true belief (doxa), not scientific knowledge:
Τὸ δ᾿ ἐπιστητὸν καὶ ἐπιστήμη διαφέρει τοῦ δοξαστοῦ καὶ δόξης, ὅτι ἡ μὲν
ἐπιστήμη καθόλου καὶ δι᾿ ἀναγκαίων, τὸ δ᾿ ἀναγκαῖον οὐκ ἐνδέχεται ἄλλως ἔχειν.
ἔστι δέ τινα ἀληθῆ μὲν καὶ ὄντα, ἐνδεχόμενα δὲ καὶ ἄλλως ἔχειν. δῆλον οὖν ὅτι
περὶ μὲν ταῦτα ἐπιστήμη οὐκ ἔστιν· εἴη γὰρ ἂν ἀδύνατα ἄλλως ἔχειν τὰ δυνατὰ
ἄλλως ἔχειν. (APo. 1.33, 88b30-36)
The object of scientific knowledge, and scientific knowledge, differ from the
object of belief, and belief, in that knowledge, on the one hand, is of the universal
and through necessities, and the necessary does not admit of being otherwise. But
there are some things, on the other hand, that are true and real, but admit of being
otherwise. Now it is clear that there is not scientific knowledge of these, for if
there were, then what is incapable of being otherwise would be capable of being
otherwise.

In this passage, Aristotle contrasts the objects of scientific knowledge, which are
necessarily or for the most part true, with the objects of belief, which are contingencies
and accordingly, may be true or false. In short, he assigns distinct objects to distinct
epistemic states; Moss (2021) calls this view “Distinct Objects epistemology” and
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attributes it to both Aristotle and, more controversially, Plato.112 It is worth
acknowledging that many modern readers will find this view strange; we tend to think
different epistemic attitudes can share an object: for instance, that we can believe p and
then later come to know that same p. But this is simply not how Aristotle thinks. It seems
almost obvious to him that there should be distinct objects for distinct attitudes; he goes
on to say, by way of justifying this view:
ἀληθὴς δ᾿ ἐστὶ νοῦς καὶ ἐπιστήμη καὶ δόξα καὶ τὸ διὰ τούτων λεγόμενον· ὥστε
λείπεται δόξαν εἶναι περὶ τὸ ἀληθὲς μὲν [ἢ ψεῦδος,] ἐνδεχόμενον δὲ καὶ ἄλλως
ἔχειν. τοῦτο δ᾿ ἐστὶν ὑπόληψις τῆς ἀμέσου προτάσεως καὶ μὴ ἀναγκαίας. καὶ
ὁμολογούμενον δ᾿ οὕτω τοῖς φαινομένοις· ἥ τε γὰρ δόξα ἀβέβαιον, καὶ ἡ φύσις ἡ
τοιαύτη (APo. 1.33, 89a2-7).
The true things are understanding and scientific knowledge and belief and what is
discussed through these. Thus it remains that belief is about the true [or the false]
things that admit of being otherwise. And this is the assumption of an immediate
and non-necessary premise. And this agrees with the appearances; for belief is
unstable, and so is the nature of the things.
In this passage Aristotle states unambiguously that some truths are not objects of
scientific knowledge; they are the objects of understanding (nous) or belief (doxa). The
objects of belief are unstable since they are contingent (or, more precisely, propositions
expressing contingent predications). Accordingly, belief is unstable (abebaion). When
such propositions are true, they are unstably true, or what we might call “nonscientifically true.” In contrast, the objects of scientific knowledge are stable since they
are necessary or “for the most part” “in itself” predications. Accordingly, scientific

It is part of her defense of attributing “Distinct Objects” epistemology to Plato that she attributes it to
Aristotle: “If this idea sounds too strange to attribute to Plato, it should help to note that Aristotle certainly
seems to have held it” (Moss, 2021, 65).
112
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knowledge is stable; or, as Aristotle puts it in APo. 1.2, the person with scientific
knowledge is “unpersuadable” (ametapeiston) (72b4).
We may draw two conclusions from this discussion of scientific premises. First,
Aristotle recognizes that some contingent propositions will be true, yet because they are
contingent, fall short of the high bar he establishes for scientific truth. Second, if a
proposition is non-scientifically true, it is a possible object of belief, not knowledge.
Together, these conclusions suggest that endoxa, since they are beliefs, can be true, but
they will only be non-scientifically true.
This conclusion clarifies the sense of the question, “are the endoxa true?” by
specifying the sense of “true” here as “non-scientifically true.” Yet it remains open
whether the endoxa are true at all, since the objects of belief (doxa) are both true and
false (89a4). We must ask further question: are the endoxa a more restrictive class of only
the true non-scientific propositions, or are they a mixture of non-scientific truths and
falsehoods?

B. Rhetorical premises and truth
One of the strongest suggestions that endoxa can be false is in Rhet. 2.25. There,
Aristotle states that deductions (i.e., rhetorical deductions) are drawn “from the endoxa”
(ek tōn endoxōn), and many of these (ta dokounta polla) are contrary to each other
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(1402a33-34).113 This observation seems to imply that one of the pair of contrary
(enantia) propositions must be false (cf. DI 7, 17b26-27). But the observation also raises
the question of whether Aristotle endorses the use of both contrary endoxon propositions
– the true one and the false one – in rhetoric. The endoxa may include pairs of contraries,
but perhaps the prescription that rhetorical and dialectical arguments are ek tōn endoxōn
means that, while rhetorical premises must be endoxon, being endoxon will not be
sufficient to count as a rhetorical premise. In other words, there may be further norms
governing rhetorical premises beyond the norms governing endoxa, and some of those
norms may be norms about truth.
To determine whether rhetorical premises are more restrictive than the endoxa, I
will at this point leave behind the question of the status of the endoxa in general, and turn
to investigate in more detail two important species of endoxa which Aristotle uses to
describe rhetorical premises. Aristotle says frequently that rhetorical arguments are from
(ek) signs and likelihoods (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a31-32; 1.3, 1359a6-9; 2.25, 1402b12-14) –
this description of rhetorical premises is more pervasive in the Rhetoric than the
description of rhetorical premises as endoxa (Rhet. 1.2, 1356b33-37; 2.25, 1402a34). But
there is clearly a connection between the two descriptions of rhetorical premises; in the
Prior Analytics, he describes both signs and likelihoods as “endoxos” propositions (APr.
2.27, 70a4-9). By reviewing the evidence on Aristotle’s conception of signs and
likelihoods, I hope to show that they are both examples of non-scientific truths. Since

He makes this observation in support of the point that the same source material (ek tōn autōn topōn)
may be used to deduce (sullogizesthai) something or to “counter-deduce” (antisullogizesthai) (1402a3033), i.e., to deduce a contrary conclusion.
113
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rhetorical premises are signs and likelihoods, I conclude that the selection of rhetorical
premises is governed by a norm of non-scientific truth.

Part 2: Rhetorical signs and likelihoods
A. Necessary signs versus endoxos signs
In this section I discuss Aristotle’s claim that signs are sources of rhetorical
argument. It is worth first noting some parallels between the notion of the sign and the
notion of endoxa discussed so far. Just as endoxa is a normative, yet relational notion,
(something is genuinely believable or merely accepted, but to someone), a sign is a
normative, yet relative notion (something is a true or a false sign, but to someone). We’ll
see that Aristotle distinguishes between signs that are “necessary” and signs that are
“endoxos.” My interest, given the fact that rhetorical premises are from endoxa, is in the
endoxos sign.
First, a terminological point is necessary. Aristotle sometimes uses the term
“sign” (sēmeion) to refer to the signifier-signified unit (e.g., fever is a sign of illness)
which can be expressed as a major premise (e.g., “whoever has a fever is ill”). Other
times, he uses it to refer to the signifier alone (e.g., fever) which can be expressed as a
minor premise (e.g., “the man has a fever”).114 Since I am interested in the sign as a
source of argument, I will hereafter use “sign” to refer to the signifier-signified unit. It is

This oscillation in Aristotle’s usage of the term is observed by Weidemann (1989, 345), who
consequently distinguishes between the use of signs as “indicative premises” and “indicative arguments.”
114
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the connection between a particular fact and another fact – the connection between the
signifier and the signified – which makes the notion of “sign” inferentially powerful, and
therefore a source of argument.115
Aristotle defines the sign in two places: Prior Analytics 2.27 and Rhetoric 1.2.
This is the definition at APr. 2.27:
(1) σημεῖον δὲ βούλεται εἶναι πρότασις ἀποδεικτικὴ ἀναγκαῖα ἢ ἔνδοξος· (2) οὗ
γὰρ ὄντος ἔστιν ἢ οὗ γενομένου πρότερον ἢ ὕστερον γέγονε τὸ πρᾶγμα, τοῦτο
σημεῖόν ἐστι τοῦ γεγονέναι ἢ εἶναι. (70a7-9; numbering added)
(1) “A sign” means a demonstrative premise either necessary or endoxos. (2) For
that which exists when something else does, or happens before or after something
else has come to be, this is a sign of [that other thing] having come to be or being.

The second part of the definition, (2), tells us the various ways a signifier can
stand in relation to the thing it signifies. Notably none of these is as its cause;
accordingly, Aristotle’s notion of a sign simpliciter is often understood in contrast to his
notion of a cause.116 The first part of the definition, (1), oddly disjoins a metaphysical

Aristotle’s theory of signs is not as developed as that of the Stoics, who more clearly identified the
notion of a sign with the notion of a connection. Sextus Empiricus reports their view in this way: “the sign
(sēmeion) itself is such: ‘if this, then this’ (ei tode, tode).” (Against Logicians, §276). Aristotle does not
define signs as connections, but he does think that knowing a sign as such entails knowing a connection,
and that the orator is to know signs as such.
115

116

E.g., Madden (1952, 372), says, “signs are given meaning by contrasting them with causal reasoning.”

Cf. APo. 1.13 (78a35-b5), where Aristotle contrasts demonstration, which gives us knowledge of the reason
why and a non-demonstrative deduction, which gives u knowledge of the fact. The non-demonstrative
deduction is generally taken to be an example of a sign-argument (though Aristotle does not identify it as
such there).
Cf. Allen’s (2001, 72-78) discussion in “Sign vs. Demonstration in Aristotle” for a discussion of this
difference.
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property (being necessary) with an epistemological property (being endoxos). We might
think a sign can be both necessary and endoxos. But the other definition of the sign, at
Rhet. 1.2, provides strong grounds for reading the disjunction as exclusive. There,
Aristotle disjoins necessary signs with “non-necessary,” “nameless” signs:
(1) τῶν δὲ σημείων τὸ μὲν οὕτως ἔχει ὡς τῶν καθ’ ἕκαστόν τι πρὸς τὸ καθόλου,
τὸ δὲ ὡς τῶν καθόλου τι πρὸς τὸ κατὰ μέρος. (2) τούτων δὲ τὸ μὲν ἀναγκαῖον
τεκμήριον, τὸ δὲ μὴ ἀναγκαῖον ἀνώνυμόν ἐστι κατὰ τὴν διαφοράν. (Rh 1.2,
1357b1-5; numbering added)
(1) Among signs some hold the way that some particular relates to the universal;
while others hold in the way some universal relates to the particular. (2) And
among these, the necessary [signs] are tekmērion; while those that are not
necessary don’t have a name in accord with that difference.

For our purposes, we can set aside Part (1) of this definition, which just
distinguishes signs according to the “figures” below. We should read the disjunction in
Part (2) in the light of the disjunction in the APr. 2.27 definition. It is most natural to read
the two disjunctions as aligned, I think, because in each text Aristotle goes on to illustrate
the two kinds of signs with the same sorts of examples, provided in the chart below.

Necessary signs

Non-necessary, endoxos signs

First Figure Signs

Second Figure Signs

Third Figure Signs

Prior
Analytics
2.27

The woman has milk (gala
echein)
Whoever has milk is
pregnant (kuein)
The woman is pregnant
(70a16-17)

The woman is pale
(ōchron)
Whoever is pregnant
(kuein) is pale
The woman is pregnant
(70a21-24)

Pittacus is good
Pittacus is wise
The wise are good
(70a28-29)

Rhetoric
1.2

The woman has milk (gala
echein)
Whoever has milk has
given birth (tetoken)

The man breathes rapidly
Whoever is feverish
breathes rapidly
The man is feverish

Socrates is wise
Socrates is just
The wise are just
(1357b11-13)
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The woman has given birth
(1357b15-16)

(1357b18-19)

Given the parallels between the passages, it is most natural to read Aristotle as
dividing signs simpliciter into the necessary signs and the non-necessary, endoxos signs.
We should conclude that endoxos signs are non-necessary signs. As the examples in this
chart illustrate, the non-necessary, endoxos signs result in invalid arguments.
The question at this point is which kind of signs Aristotle has in mind when he
says signs are sources of rhetorical argument. Sometimes he mentions necessary signs,
the tekmēria, among these sources (Rhet. 1.3, 1359a6-9; 2.25, 1402b12-14), but after
drawing the distinction in Rhet. 1.2 between the necessary and non-necessary signs,
subsequent occurrences of the term “sēmeia” in the Rhetoric refer to the non-necessary
signs (e.g., Rhet. 1.3, 1357b21-22; 2.25, 1402b12; 2.25, 1403a2-5). For instance, he says
in Rhet. 2.25 that “all signs [i.e., arguments from signs] are non-deductive,” which clearly
excludes from consideration the necessary, first figure signs.117 His claim that signs are
sources of rhetorical argument is best understood as a claim about non-necessary,
endoxos signs.
Why such non-necessary, endoxos signs are included as legitimate sources of
rhetorical argument has generated considerable debate.118 Part of the difficulty lies in

117

ἀσυλλόγιστόν ἐστιν πᾶν σημεῖον (Rh 2.25, 1403a4)

Cf. Rhet. 1.2, 1357b13-14; Rhet. 2.24, 1401b9.
118

This debate centers around two questions. The first concerns whether he does in fact mean to endorse
the non-necessary sign as a legitimate source of rhetorical argument. Some simply reject this, citing the fact
that he includes second figure signs as sources of fallacies, in Rhet. 2.24 (1401b9). Among those who think
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understanding Aristotle’s claim that, despite their differences (namely, the differences in
the three figures), “truth (alēthes) obtains in all signs” (APr. 2.27, 70a37-38).119 In what
way is a non-necessary sign – that is, the connection between two facts, such as breathing
rapidly is a sign of fever – true, if the connection does not always hold (e.g., there is
sometimes rapid breathing without fever)? One possibility is that the connection
necessarily holds in one direction: the signifier (breathing rapidly) always follows from
the signified (fever), though the reverse does not hold. On this view, endoxos signs are,
like necessary signs, “natural.”120 Thus, breathing rapidly is a (non-necessary) sign of
fever in the same way milk is a (necessary) sign of pregnancy: by being its natural result.
Yet there are several uses of “sēmeion” that are difficult to interpret as expressing
natural connections, and nearly all are found in Rhet. 1.4-14, where Aristotle collects the
endoxa to be used as premises for each type of oratory.121 I propose that we can
understand the positive role Aristotle envisioned for the non-necessary sign by

he does mean to endorse non-necessary signs in Rhet. 1.2, there is the secondary question concerning how
to interpret the evidence from Rhet. 2.24. One answer, defended by Solmson (1929) and Allen (2001) is
that he changed his mind after developing the syllogistic, and came to see a legitimate use for such nonnecessary signs. On this view, Rhet. 1.2 contains later insertions reflecting this change. Another answer
defended by Sprute (1994, 125) and Most (1994, 185) is that he permits the use of fallacious arguments in
rhetoric, and accordingly recognizes no technical difference between the fallacies in Rhet. 2.24 and the
rhetorical arguments elsewhere. A third answer, found in Raphael (1974, 161, 166) is that Aristotle was just
“fundamentally confused” about rhetorical reasoning in general, and about signs in particular.
ἀληθὲς μὲν οὖν ἐν ἅπασιν ὑπάρξει τοῖς σημέιοις, διαφορὰς δ᾿ ἔχουσι τὰς εἰρημένας. (APr. 2.27, 70a3738)
119

e.g., Grimaldi (1980, 384) defends the view that Aristotle’s concept of a sign is of a “natural sign.” As
he describes it: “the relation between the sign and the signate is grounded in nature.” He contrasts natural
signs with conventional signs, whose relation is “grounded in the arbitrary will of man.”
120

Grimaldi (1980, 395) identifies these as conventional exceptions to his thesis that Aristotle’s concept of
sign is of natural signs. The one exception outside of the “endoxon chapters” is in Rhet. 3.2, 1405a30-31,
where Aristotle says “syllables (sullabai) are signs of voice (phōnē)”.
121
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considering the few mentions of sēmeia in these “endoxon chapters.”122 In these chapters,
Aristotle discusses and gives examples of premises for each kind of rhetoric: deliberative
(sumbouleutikon), judicial (dikanikon), and epideictic (epideiktikon).
In the chapters concerned with premises for deliberative rhetoric, Aristotle says
honor (timē) is a sign of a reputation for beneficence (euergetikēs eudoxia) (Rhet. 1.5
1361a28) and a gift (dōron) is a sign of honor (timē) (Rhet. 1.5, 1361a38). There is no
explicit mention of signs in the discussion of premises for judicial rhetoric (1.10-14).
Most instances appear in Rhet. 1.9, a chapter devoted to the premises about virtue (aretē)
and the fine (kalon) to be used in epideictic rhetoric (Rhet. 1.9, 1366a23-25). For
example, having long hair (koman) is kalon, because long hair is a sign of being free
(eleutheron) (1367a27-31). In this chapter Aristotle discusses the “signs of virtue” at
some length. The signs of virtue include the works (erga) (1366b27) and actions
(praxeis) (1367b28) of virtue. Many and similar (polla kai homoia) actions are also a sign
of virtue and decision (prohairesis) (1367b25-26) and works are signs of the state (hexis)
in general (1367b31-32).123
These examples fit what we would expect from the endoxon chapters: they appear
to be non-necessary signs. Some people think that gifts signify honor; Spartans think long
hair signifies being free. But gifts do not necessarily signify honor (someone might give a

Rhet. 1.4-1.14 are often called the “endoxon chapters” to distinguish the propositions discussed there
from Aristotle’s own views.
122

123

Cf. EN 2.3, 1104b3-5:

Σημεῖον δὲ δεῖ ποιεῖσθαι τῶν ἕξεων τὴν ἐπιγινομένην ἡδονὴν ἢ λύπην τοῖς ἔργοις·
“One must take the pleasure and pain that come to a person following his works to be a sign of his states”
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gift not to honor someone, but to bribe or flatter them instead). Similarly, long hair does
not necessarily signify being free (a laborer could have chosen to let his hair grow).124
Yet these non-necessary signs are also, in some sense, true. They are true contingently,
on the condition that certain conventions obtain in a time and place.125 If the practice of
honoring people with gifts never arose, or laborers found a way to tie up their hair rather
than cutting it, then gifts and long hair would not signify what they in fact do.
Such a conception of “contingency on convention” is closely related to relativity.
If an orator were speaking to Athenians rather than Spartans, he would presumably need
to know different signs. For example, he will have to know that long hair is a sign of
being free (1367a27-31). Aristotle suggests as much when he reminds the orator,
throughout Rhet. 1.9, to keep in mind the community to which he speaks:
σκοπεῖν δὲ καὶ παρ’ οἷς ὁ ἔπαινος· ὥσπερ γὰρ ὁ Σωκράτης ἔλεγεν, οὐ χαλεπὸν
Ἀθηναίους ἐν Ἀθηναίοις ἐπαινεῖν. δεῖ δὲ τὸ παρ’ ἑκάστοις τίμιον ὂν λέγειν ὡς
ὑπάρχει, οἷον ἐν Σκύθαις ἢ Λάκωσιν ἢ φιλοσόφοις. (1.9, 1367b7-11).
We must also consider those in front of whom we praise. For just as Socrates said,
it is not difficult to praise Athenians among Athenians. One must take what is
honored by each people as really being the case, for example, among Scythians,
among Spartans, or among philosophers.126

124

It is another question whether the audience to which these are signs is aware of their non-necessity.
Because my focus is on the perspective of the orator and how he is to select premises, I leave aside this
question.
125

This interpretation corresponds to one of the two kinds of significant Irwin (1982) identifies in On
Interpretation, though he does not apply his distinction to rhetorical signs. He finds in Aristotle the
distinction between merely conventional signs, which “signify nothing more than what they signify to us”
(261) and natural signs, which “signify apart from anyone’s beliefs (254). My interpretation of the endoxos
signs is consistent with this: they are instances of the former, conventional signs.
126

Cf. Rhet. 1.9, 1367a27-31:

καὶ τὰ παρ’ ἑκάστοις δὲ ἴδια καλά, καὶ ὅσα σημεῖά ἐστιν τῶν παρ’ ἑκάστοις ἐπαινουμένων, οἷον ἐν
Λακεδαίμονι κομᾶν καλόν· ἐλευθέρου γὰρ σημεῖον· οὐ γάρ ἐστιν κομῶντα ῥᾴδιον οὐδὲν ποιεῖν ἔργον
θητικόν.
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To select rhetorical premises about, e.g., the kalon, the orator should know the
non-necessary signs of the kalon. But he need not know the causal nexus which a person
with philosophical or scientific knowledge of the kalon would know.127 In other words,
he need not know the natural causes or effects of the kalon, which would hold in all
places and times – even in places or times when no one has the philosophical or scientific
knowledge to recognize the signs as such. The non-necessary signs to be used in rhetoric
are selected, in contrast, because they are endoxos to an audience – not to a certain
person, but to a group of people.
In summary, the two definitions of signs from the Prior Analytics and the
Rhetoric exclusively disjoin necessary signs with endoxa signs. One way to think of the
“endoxos” sign is as a technical tool that an orator acquires by reading the Rhetoric. This
tool, when grasped by the orator, guides him to non-necessary principles which are
believed by a community. There is, furthermore “truth” in all signs (APr. 2.27, 70a37-38)
because such endoxos signs truly do signify something in the community, even if they do
not signify in all communities or independent of any community, as necessary signs (e.g.,
smoke signifies fire) do. Given the sign “gifts signify honor,” and the theory of the

“The things special to each people are noble, and whatever are signs of what is praised by each people. For
example, in Sparta long hair is noble, for it is a sign of freedom, for it is not easy, having long hair to do
menial work.”
127

For a review of the discrepancies and an account of the relationship between the endoxa in the Rhetoric
and Aristotle’s ethical views, see Irwin (1996).
Despite the differences between the endoxa discussed in these chapters and Aristotle’s own views,
Halliwell (1996, 176) notes that these chapters often seem “suspended” between Aristotle’s own views and
the views of others.
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endoxos sign, the orator arrives a proposition like “generally, but not necessarily, anyone
who receives a gift is honored.” These propositions can serve as major premises in a
rhetorical argument.

B. Scientific generalizations versus likelihoods
Aside from the sign, the other main source of rhetorical argument is the eikos.
Again, a brief terminological point is needed. Eikos is sometimes translated “probability,”
but I translate it as “likelihood” to avoid the connotation of different degrees of
probability, and the corresponding notion of improbability, neither of which are part of
Aristotle’s notion.128 The eikos, for Aristotle, refers to something that is likely. And even
though we might describe particulars as likely, (e.g., the bus will likely come on time)
Aristotle uses the notion for generalizations (e.g., buses likely come on time). So, I use
“likelihood” here as I used “sign”: to refer to general connections of the form that can be
expressed as major premises.
The standard view of Aristotelian likelihoods construes them as functionally
equivalent to the “for the most part” propositions that Aristotle admits into the
demonstrations in natural science (cf. APo. 1.30, 87b20-28).129 On this view, likelihoods

See Madden’s (1957, 168) refutation of Grote’s (1872) scalar interpretation of Aristotle’s view of the
probable.
128
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E.g., Madden (1957, 167); Kneale (1946, 150); Reeve (2019, lxxix). This interpretation is also implicit
among those who defend the formal validity of rhetorical deductions (e.g., Hamilton (1883, 276), Rapp &
Wagner (2013, 18)) because this view relies on taking Aristotle’s claim about demonstrations at APo. 1.30
– that “for the most part” premises can necessitate “for the most part” conclusions (87b19-27) – to apply to
rhetorical deductions. Insofar as the view relies on that claim in APo. 1.30, it relies on assimilating
rhetorical premises to scientific premises.
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are defined by their affinity to necessities. For instance, Reeve (2019) describes
likelihoods as expressing a “gappy necessity.”130 This description is meant to align
likelihoods with necessities and contrast them with contingencies, since a “gappy”
necessity is still a kind of necessity. On the standard view, likelihoods have a similar
inferential power to that of the necessary and “for the most part” premises of
demonstrations. In this section I hope to show that, against this view, Aristotle’s notion of
likelihood is – like his notion of the endoxos sign – defined primarily by contrast to
necessity, not by contrast to contingency. A consequence of my alternative view is that
likelihoods do not have the same inferential power as either the necessary or the “for the
most part” scientific premises.
Aristotle defines the likelihood in the same two places where he defines the sign.
One definition is given in Prior Analytics 2.27, which I have divided into three parts:
(1) τὸ μὲν εἰκός ἐστι πρότασις ἔνδοξος· (2) ὃ γὰρ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ ἴσασιν οὕτω
γιγνόμενον ἢ μὴ γιγνόμενον ἢ ὂν ἢ μὴ ὄν, τοῦτ᾿ ἐστὶν εἰκός, (3) οἷον τὸ μισεῖν
τοὺς φθονοῦντας ἢ τὸ φιλεῖν τοὺς ἐρωμένους· (70a4-7).
(1) The eikos is a premise that is endoxos, (2) for that which people know for the
most part happens (or does not happen, or is, or is not) is eikos. (3) For example,
that those who are envious hate or that those who are loved are affectionate.

For an account of how hōs epi to polu propositions work in scientific reasoning, see Reeve (1992, 15), who
describes them holding “by some sort of necessity among universals” in contrast to what comes to be from
luck.
A notable exception is Burnyeat (1996, 108), who interprets Aristotle’s notion of likelihood as something
closer to “common sense.” Rapp also describes the likelihood as “only for the most part” (my italics)
suggesting he acknowledges some difference between likelihoods and scientific premises (2018, 232; 2013,
154).
E.g., Reeve (2019, lxxix): “gappy necessity of the sort involved in what holds for the most part is not the
same as contingency.” Reeve identifies these gappy necessities with not only “what holds for the most
part,” generally, but with likelihoods in particular.
130
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The first and third parts of this definition are straightforward. Part (1) states that
the likelihood is a species of endoxa: it is a protasis endoxos, rather than a demonstrative
premise (protasis apodeiktikē). In Part (3), Aristotle’s examples, “the envious hate” or
“the loved are affectionate,” suggest that likelihoods are what philosophers today call
“generics”: predications of an unquantified general subject (e.g., “the loved”). Part (2) is
less straightforward, due to an ambiguity in the scope of “for the most part.” This phrase
may either qualify the object of knowledge or the subject (the knower). On the view that
it qualifies the object, what is called eikos in (2) is what for the most part happens (or
does not happen, or is or is not). On the view that it qualifies the subject, what is called
eikos in (2) is what people for the most part know happens (or does not happen, or is or is
not).
The Rhet. 1.2 definition of eikos suggests that it is the object that holds for the
most part. In this definition, Aristotle specifies that likelihoods are “about” (peri)
contingent things. I have divided this definition into two parts.
(1) τὸ μὲν γὰρ εἰκός ἐστι τὸ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ γινόμενον, (2) οὐχ ἁπλῶς δὲ καθάπερ
ὁρίζονταί τινες, ἀλλὰ τὸ περὶ τὰ ἐνδεχόμενα ἄλλως ἔχειν (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a3436)131
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For simplicity, I’ve eliminated the final part in the definition, which reads:
(3) οὕτως ἔχον πρὸς ἐκεῖνο πρὸς ὃ εἰκὸς ὡς τὸ καθόλου πρὸς τὸ κατὰ μέρος·
(3) “it stands toward that toward which it is eikos in the way the universal stands to the particular”

This part tells us how the likelihood functions in a deduction, and since it deals with the logical
implications and not the truth, it is beside the present point. Most commentators follow Cope (1867, 163) in
reading the referent of “pros ekeino pros ho eikos” to be a singular conclusion in a deduction with a
likelihood as the major premise. Thus, Raphael (1974, 159) puts the relationship between the likelihood
premise and the particular conclusion this way: “Aristotle’s eikos is… a general statement which is usually
true and probilifies a particular statement.”
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(1) for what is eikos is what happens for the most part, (2) not, as some say, what
happens unqualified, but rather what is about things that admit of being otherwise

Part (1) of this definition tells us what we already know from the Prior Analytics
definition: likelihoods have a “for the most part” modality. Part (2) then clarifies what is
said in Part (1), but its meaning has not been appreciated. I suspect this is due to various
interpretive difficulties,132 and because at first glance, Part (1) seems clear enough on its
own. Aristotle uses the “for the most part” in his natural philosophy to describe scientific
regularities that are aligned with necessities and contrasted with chance,133 and it is
tempting to import this sense from the natural philosophy to rhetoric. The “for the most
part” modality does lie between necessity and chance, and in the natural philosophy, the
relevant contrast is indeed to chance. However, Part (2) suggests that in rhetoric, the
relevant contrast is to necessity. The specification in Part (2) – likelihoods are “about”
contingent things – is only informative if it serves to distinguish likelihoods from an
alternative way of being “for the most part.” The specification would then tell us that in
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One reason it is difficult to interpret, often noted by commentators (e.g., Reeve 2019, Grimaldi 1980) is
that it is not known to whom Aristotle refers, in dismissing the haplōs sense that “some people” endorse. A
second, more pressing difficulty is that Aristotle does himself endorse the haplōs likelihood later, at Rhet.
2.24, when he criticizes sophists for speaking from, instead, ti eikos – things likely only under certain
conditions, where those conditions are not specified (1402a7-16). Setting aside the first difficulty of
identifying the opponent Aristotle has in mind, the second can be resolved if we do not attempt to read the
distinction in Rhet. 2.24, between the haplōs and the ti eikos, into the distinction in Rhet. 1.2, between the
haplōs and the contingent eikos. The haplōs eikos does not seem to have the same sense in the two
passages, so we should not invoke its sense in Rhet. 2.24 to understand its sense in Rhet. 1.2. Rather, in
Rhet. 2.24 Aristotle seems to be presupposing his own, preferred sense with the phrase, and we still need to
interpret Rhet. 1.2 on its own to know what his own, preferred sense is. For a discussion of how Rhet. 2.24
bears on Rhet. 1.2, see Rapp (2013, 154).
For example, in Physics 2.8 he contrasts the necessary and “for the most part” on the one hand, with
what is from luck (apo tuchē) and the automatic (tou automatou) on the other hand (198b34-36). And in
Posterior Analytics 1.30 the “for the most part” are grouped with the “necessary” again as the material for
demonstrations, in contrast to what is from luck (apo tuchē) (87b20-28).
133
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contrast to this alternative (presumably, “for the most part” propositions which are
“about” non-contingent, necessary things), likelihoods are about contingent things.
I will set aside for now what it could mean for a “for the most part” proposition to
be “about” necessary things; I will return to consider this at the end of this section. The
more straightforward point that I think should inform our interpretation of the two
definitions of eikos is this: throughout the Rhetoric, Aristotle uses the “for the most part”
locution in contrast to necessity. He often uses it to describe “what admits of being
otherwise,” (endechetai kai allōs echein) and “what admits of exceptions” (echei
enstasin). 134 For instance, in Rhet. 1.2 he justifies his claims that “few rhetorical
premises are necessary,”135 (1357a22-23) and “the majority of rhetorical premises will
hold for the most part” (1357a30-33)136 by describing the subject matter of rhetoric –
human actions about which we judge, deliberate, and investigate – as both what “admits
of being otherwise” and what holds “for the most part”:
τὰ γὰρ πολλὰ περὶ ὧν αἱ κρίσεις καὶ αἱ σκέψεις ἐνδέχεται καὶ ἄλλως ἔχειν· περὶ
ὧν μὲν γὰρ πράττουσι βουλεύονται καὶ σκοποῦσι, τὰ δὲ πραττόμενα πάντα
τοιούτου γένους ἐστί, καὶ οὐδὲν ὡς ἔπος εἰπεῖν ἐξ ἀνάγκης τούτων, τὰ δ’ ὡς ἐπὶ
τὸ πολὺ συμβαίνοντα καὶ ἐνδεχόμενα ἐκ τοιούτων ἀνάγκη ἑτέρων συλλογίζεσθαι,
τὰ δ’ ἀναγκαῖα ἐξ ἀναγκαίων· (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a23-29)
for many of the things which judgments and investigations concern admit of being
otherwise, for people investigate and deliberate about actions, and all actions
belong to this sort of class, and none of these, practically speaking, is of necessity;
Reeve (1992, 16) points out that the “for the most part” is sometimes described as what admits of being
otherwise the endechomena, in the natural philosophy and ethics. But, he says, “what [Aristotle] means to
exclude by so doing is not necessity in every sense of the term, however, but only unconditional necessity.”
Thus, he is able to say that the “for the most part” in these texts is a kind of necessity. I am not contesting
this meaning of the “for the most part” in those texts.
134
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ἐστὶν ὀλίγα μὲν τῶν ἀναγκαίων ἐξ ὧν οἱ ῥητορικοὶ συλλογισμοί εἰσι (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a22-23)
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τὰ μὲν ἀναγκαῖα ἔσται, τὰ δὲ πλεῖστα ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολύ, τὰ δ’ ἐνθυμήματα ἐξ εἰκότων καὶ ἐκ σημείων,
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and what happens for the most part and is contingent must be deduced from other
things of this sort, and necessary things [must be deduced from] necessary things

The “for the most part” is here aligned with the contingent and contrasted with the
necessary. Similarly, in Rhet. 2.25 the “for the most part” is spelled out in terms of what
admit of “exceptions” (enstaseis):
τὸ δὲ εἰκὸς οὐ τὸ ἀεὶ ἀλλὰ τὸ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολύ, […] ἀεὶ δ’ ἔχει ἔνστασιν τὸ ὡς ἐπὶ
τὸ πολύ (οὐ γὰρ ἂν ᾖ ἅμ’ ἀεὶ εἰκός, ἀεὶ καὶ ἀναγκαῖον) (1402b24-29)
the eikos holds not always, but for the most part […] and the “for the most part”
always admits of exception (for otherwise, if the eikos were to hold at the same
time always, it would hold always and necessarily).

In the context of this Rhet. 2.25 passage, Aristotle is warning the orator against
mistaking likelihoods for necessities when refuting (luein) an opponent’s argument. To
understand his concern to maintain the difference between necessities and likelihoods, we
should recall Chapter 2’s discussion of the role Aristotle assigns to rhetoric in the polis.
The task of rhetoric is to aid political deliberation and judgment; it is “for the sake of
judgment” (heneka kriseōs) (Rhet. 2.1, 1377b20-21). Its subject matter is what is left
outside the demarcation of the law, since it deals with the things for which we have no
craft, and which require deliberation, investigation, and judgment (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a26-28;
1.1, 1354b1; 1.1, 1354b11-16; 1.2, 1367a1-2). We should also recall the passage at Rhet.
1.1, discussed at length in Chapter 2, where Aristotle says the judge is to “recognize for
himself,” and “not learn”:
ὅσα μὴ ὁ νομοθέτης διώρικεν, αὐτὸν δή που τὸν δικαστὴν δεῖ γιγνώσκειν καὶ οὐ
μανθάνειν παρὰ τῶν ἀμφισβητούντων. (Rh 1.1, 1354a27-31)
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And whatever the legislator has not defined, the judge must recognize for himself,
and not learn from the disputants.

This overall function of rhetoric explains why Aristotle distinguishes necessities
from likelihoods, even while, in the natural science, he compares necessities and “for the
most part” truths. Arguments from necessities, or from propositions whose inferential
power is “as good as” that of necessities, obviate the role Aristotle assigns to rhetoric,
while arguments from likelihoods – understood as merely likely, and not necessary –
promote it. In Rhet. 2.25 he considers the consequence of a speaker putting forth a
likelihood as if it is a necessity, or putting forth an objection to a likelihood as if giving
an objection to a necessity. The consequence is to – inappropriately, and fallaciously –
crowd out any role for the judge. Thus in Rhet. 2.25, when warning the orator to keep
likelihoods and necessities distinct, he says:
ὁ δὲ κριτὴς οἴεται, ἂν οὕτω λυθῇ, ἢ οὐκ εἰκὸς εἶναι ἢ οὐχ αὑτῷ κριτέον,
παραλογιζόμενος, ὥσπερ ἐλέγομεν (οὐ γὰρ ἐκ τῶν ἀναγκαίων δεῖ αὐτὸν μόνον
κρίνειν, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐκ τῶν εἰκότων· τοῦτο γάρ ἐστι τὸ γνώμῃ τῇ ἀρίστῃ κρίνειν)
(2.25, 1402b29-33)
When [the likelihood] is refuted in this way, [i.e., as if it is a necessity], the judge
thinks either that [it] is not a likelihood or it is not for him to judge, reasoning
fallaciously, just as we said (for he should not only judge from necessities, but
also from likelihoods, for this is judging “by his best judgment”)137

If a speaker refutes (luei) an opponent in this way – by mistaking (or
misrepresenting) the opponent’s likelihoods for necessities – then any success they gain
from doing so will be merely apparent (phainomenon), not true (ouk alēthēs) (Rhet. 2.25,
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These final words are, again, from the standard oath jurors took (cf. Rhet. 1.2, 1357a27-33)
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1402b23-26). In other words, any success will rely on the judge fallaciously thinking that
something which must be decided by him has been, instead, decided by major premises.
He will think there is nothing left for him to do, in the same way, as Aristotle says in
Rhet. 1.2, we think that if something is incapable of being otherwise, then it is not for us
to deliberate:138
περὶ γὰρ τῶν ἀδυνάτων ἄλλως ἢ γενέσθαι ἢ ἔσεσθαι ἢ ἔχειν οὐδεὶς βουλεύεται
οὕτως ὑπολαμβάνων· οὐδὲν γὰρ πλέον. (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a4-6).
For no one deliberates about things which they take to be incapable of happening
or being otherwise or being otherwise in the future. For [regarding these things]
there is nothing more [to do]

The function of the “for the most part” qualification throughout the Rhetoric is to
mark propositions as contingent and admitting of exceptions, not, as in the natural
philosophy, to describe “gappy necessities” which are defined by contrast to chance. This
change in the descriptive function of the “for the most part” qualification makes sense
when we consider Aristotle’s aim in the Rhetoric is to outline a craft of public reasoning
about matters that require judgment. In the Rhetoric, likelihoods mark out distinctly
rhetorical “for the most part” propositions – generalizations that range over contingent
things. In short, the likelihood, insofar as it is a protasis endoxos, is defined in contrast to
necessity, just as the endoxos sign is defined in contrast to the necessary sign.
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Cf. Rhet. 1.1 (1354b33-1355a1). There, after criticizing his predecessors for a method of speaking
“outside the thing at issue” (exo tou pragmatos), Aristotle says:
ὥστε πρὸς τὸ αὑτῶν σκοπούμενοι καὶ πρὸς χάριν ἀκροώμενοι διδόασι τοῖς ἀμφισβητοῦσιν, ἀλλ’ οὐ
κρίνουσιν
“so that in investigating what regards them, and listening for enjoyment, they surrender to the opponents,
but they do not judge”
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On the interpretation of likelihoods defended here, Aristotle has in mind a
difference between scientific generalizations and the sorts of generalizations to be used in
rhetoric. The former are the “for the most part” scientific truths with which we are
familiar from the Posterior Analytics. For the latter he needs a new, technical term, and
calls them “likelihoods.” I have suggested that the difference is pragmatic or functional:
likelihoods function in rhetorical argument differently than scientific generalizations
function in demonstrations.
It is, I think, an open question whether Aristotle also has in mind a metaphysical
or epistemological difference between the two kinds of generalizations. The hypothesis
that he does have a deeper difference in mind is suggested by the clarification in Rhet. 1.2
that the eikos is what happens for the most part not unqualified, but rather as “what is
about things that admit of being otherwise” (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a34-36). One way to make
sense of this clarification is to read it as an intended contrast with “for the most part”
propositions about things that do not admit of being otherwise. On this reading, Aristotle
contrasts “for the most part” propositions ranging over necessary particulars and “for the
most part” propositions ranging over contingent particulars. When this distinction is
mapped to the one between scientific generalizations and likelihoods, it suggests that
scientific generalizations and likelihoods hold “for the most part” in different ways, due
to the different metaphysical status of the objects over which they range.
As rhetorical premises, most likelihoods will be about human beings, since
rhetoric – in all three of its branches, deliberative, judicial, and epideictic – is about
practical, human matters. Indeed, we saw that his example eikos in the Prior Analytics
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definition is of human beings: “the envious hate” (70a7). Perhaps this example is used
deliberately, in order to show that likelihoods are about radically indeterminate,
contingent particulars: human beings. “The envious hate” holds only “for the most part”
because each person is free to overcome the natural propensities of their envy. This
would make some sense of his clarification that likelihoods are about contingent things:
they are about human actions, in contrast to scientific generalizations, which are about
necessary, non-human phenomena.
However, this hypothesis is too metaphysically hefty to attribute to Aristotle
based on the evidence we have of his conception of likelihoods. And it is doubtful that he
intends to convey anything deep about human freedom by the use of the example in the
Prior Analytics definition. It is true that many likelihoods, as rhetorical premises, will be
about human beings; in Rhet. 2.19 Aristotle does use another human example when he
says, “it is eikos that the one who was intending something did it” (Rhet. 2.19, 1392b2526).139 But later in the same chapter, his chosen example is of weather patterns: “if it is
cloudy, it is eikos that it will rain” (1393a6).140 It does not seem to be essential to
likelihoods that they are about human actions, and even if they were essentially about
human actions, it is not clear that Aristotle would recognize a metaphysical difference
between generalizations about human actions and other generalizations. We should
therefore remain agnostic about the question of whether likelihoods differ metaphysically
or epistemologically from scientific generalizations. What I hope to have shown is only
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εἰκὸς γὰρ τὸν μέλλοντα καὶ ποιῆσαι.

140

οἷον εἰ συννεφεῖ, εἰκὸς ὗσαι.
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that Aristotle has in mind a pragmatic or functional difference between likelihoods and
scientific generalizations.

Part 3: The function of rhetorical premises
A. Maxims
In Chapter 3 I described the difference between the endoxa and the apparent
endoxa in terms of the stability of the belief and the reasonableness of the believer. Signs
and likelihoods, as technical notions, are two species of such stably believed, but not
scientifically true, propositions. Accordingly, just as a craftsperson would be better
equipped by reading the detailed chapters of a handbook, rather than just the introduction,
an orator would be better equipped to construct enthymemes if he learned the theories of
signs and likelihoods, rather than just the endoxa.
Still, even if an aspiring orator knew the theory of signs and likelihoods outlined
so far, the norms governing rhetorical premises would still be very abstract. There is
another place he should look to get more detailed examples of what sorts of propositions
will count as suitable rhetorical major premises. For this, he should also study the theory
of maxims (gnōmologia) found in Rhet. 2.21 (1394a19). Maxims (gnōmai) are an
excellent example of what sorts of propositions count as signs and likelihoods, when used
as rhetorical premises. A brief overview of Aristotle’s discussion in that chapter will help
concretize the conclusions drawn so far about the status of endoxa and the species of
signs and likelihoods.
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In Rhet. 2.21, Aristotle says a maxim is an affirmation (apophansis) about
universals (peri katholou) concerning actions (praxeis) (Rhet. 2.21, 1394a19-25). Some
maxims are acceptable “without additional argument,” (aneu epilogou) and can therefore
serve as the “starting-points” (archai) of rhetorical arguments (Rhet. 2.21, 1394a2528).141 Among these, some need no argument because they are “already known”
(1395b10-13),142 and others need no argument because they are “evident to those
considering them when uttered” (1395a13-15).143 This distinction between those that are
“already known” and those that are “evident when uttered” tells us that the sort of stable,
commonly held beliefs Aristotle has in mind may be explicit in the form of cultural
precepts (he says some “proverbs” (paroimia) are maxims (1395a18)), but they also may
be latent beliefs, which are perhaps only made explicit for the first time by an articulate
orator.
Maxims are based on what is commonly believed, either explicitly or latently,
about human actions, which needs no argument. Aristotle’s examples of maxims that are
rhetorical archai include references to Simonides, “health is the most excellent thing for a
man, as it seems to us,”144 and Euripides, “no one is a lover who does not love always.”
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In fact, the chapter is filled with literary citations, and not one reference to Aristotle’s

Cf. Posterior Analytics 1.2, where Aristotle describes archai as “primitive” (prōton), “immediate”
(amesos), and of which “there is no other, prior premise (mē estin allē protera) (72a6-8).
141
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διὰ τὸ προεγνῶσθαι

143

τὰς δ’ ἅμα λεγομένας δήλας εἶναι ἐπιβλέψασιν
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Or perhaps Epicharmus: τούτων δ’ ἀνάγκη τὰς μὲν διὰ τὸ προεγνῶσθαι μηδὲν δεῖσθαι ἐπιλόγου, οἷον
ἀνδρὶ δ’ ὑγιαίνειν ἄριστόν ἐστιν, ὥς γ’ ἐμὶν δοκεῖ (φαίνεται μὲν γὰρ τοῖς πολλοῖς οὕτω), (1395b10-13)
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τὰς δ’ ἅμα λεγομένας δήλας εἶναι ἐπιβλέψασιν, οἷον οὐδεὶς ἐραστὴς ὅστις οὐκ ἀεὶ φιλεῖ. (1395a13-15).
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own ethical writings.146 This is surprising only if we expect maxims, and rhetorical
premises more generally, to meet the standards of philosophical ethics. But interestingly,
the question of the truth of maxims does not arise. Instead, Aristotle describes them this
way:
διὰ γὰρ τὸ εἶναι κοιναί, ὡς ὁμολογούντων πάντων, ὀρθῶς ἔχειν δοκοῦσιν, (Rhet.
2.21, 1395a11-12).
For through being common, as what everyone agrees with, they seem correct.

The status of maxims is connected to their persuasive function, i.e., their role in
rhetorical argument. Aristotle goes on to give two reasons why maxims are useful: the
listeners enjoy hearing them, and they express the character of the speaker. First, the
audience, due to their lack of refinement (dia tēn phortikotēta), will take pleasure in
hearing in universal terms what accords with their particular experience (1395b1-3). He
gives the example of how people with bad neighbors will “enjoy” (chairousi) hearing
someone say, “there is nothing worse than neighbors!” (1395b2). The second, and
stronger (kreittō) reason is that maxims make speeches “expressive of character”
(ēthikous) (1395b11-13). They express character by making the speaker’s decision
(prohairesis) clear, since maxims, being about human actions, are about the objects of
decision, and our decisions reveal something about our character (a virtuous person and a
vicious person will not decide things in the same way). These two functions call to mind
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It is possible that he had not written the ethical texts we have at the point of writing Rhet. 2.21, but as his
later references to the Analytics shows, the Rhetoric was revised repeatedly over time, and it is reasonable
to think he would have added references later or at least discussed their truth, if he had considered them to
be evaluable by the standards of philosophical ethics.
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the pathos-proof and ēthos-proof, respectively – the two distinctively rhetorical sources
of proof.
The status of maxims as “agreed upon” generalizations about actions is therefore
connected to a distinctively rhetorical kind of persuasion. Since they are not scientifically
true general propositions, they do not reveal a relationship between things themselves.
So, the way they persuade is not by demonstrating the truth of some conclusion. But they
do reveal something, namely, the speaker’s familiarity with the audience, and information
about the speaker’s character. Accordingly, the way they persuade – even as premises in
an argument – is through the listener’s feelings and through the speaker’s character.
The case study of maxims exemplifies how the peculiar status Aristotle assigns to
rhetorical premises entails a peculiar way in which rhetorical arguments persuade.
Similarly, the status of signs and likelihoods has implications for the way rhetorical
arguments persuade, generally. In the final section I discuss the implications my account
of signs and likelihoods has for rhetorical arguments.

B. How enthymemes persuade
In the opening of the Posterior Analytics, Aristotle says that “all thought-based
teaching and learning comes about from pre-existing knowledge” (APo. 1.1 71a1-2).147
Mathematical knowledge and craft knowledge are acquired this way, he says, and
similarly deductive and inductive arguments (logoi) “produce teaching” (poiountai tēn
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Πᾶσα διδασκαλία καὶ πᾶσα μάθησις διανοητικὴ ἐκ προϋπαρχούσης γίγνεται γνώσεως.
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didaskalian) in this way (71a4-6). A few lines later he includes rhetorical argument as
well, by saying “rhetorical arguments persuade in the same way” (1.1, 71a9-10).148 In this
opening passage, Aristotle is making the reasonable point that, at some level of
generality, rhetorical arguments “work” in the same way other arguments “work”: they
bring us to a new conclusion by way of what is already familiar to us. But the passage
also hints at a difference between rhetorical arguments and the others: while the other
arguments “teach,” rhetorical arguments “persuade.”
In this chapter, and in the previous one, I have been concerned with this tension:
i.e., how rhetorical arguments can be like other arguments but also different from them,
how the enthymeme can be a sullogismos tis (Rhet. 1.1, 1355a8; 2.24, 1401a1). Since in
his programmatic statements of the different kinds of sullogismoi, Aristotle individuates
deductions (e.g., scientific, dialectical, rhetorical, sophistical) by their different kinds of
premises (e.g., Top. 1.1, 100a25ff), I have aimed to investigate this tension by way of
explicating the status of rhetorical premises. What does this account of rhetorical
premises – endoxa, signs, likelihoods, and maxims – imply for the question of how
rhetorical arguments persuade?
We saw, in Chapter 3, that Aristotle qualifies his definition of the enthymeme, the
rhetorical deduction, with an ambiguous “for the most part” operator:
τὸ δὲ τινῶν ὄντων ἕτερόν τι διὰ ταῦτα συμβαίνειν παρὰ ταῦτα τῷ ταῦτα εἶναι ἢ
καθόλου ἢ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ ἐκεῖ μὲν συλλογισμὸς ἐνταῦθα δὲ ἐνθύμημα καλεῖται.
(Rhet. 1.2, 1356b16-18).
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ὡς δ᾿ αὔτως καὶ οἱ ῥητορικοὶ συμπείθουσιν
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When certain things are the case, and something different from them follows
through these things, in virtue of these things, either universally or for the most
part, there it is called a deduction, and here it is called an enthymeme

In that chapter, I presented two existing interpretations of this qualified definition. On
both views, enthymemes are somehow more “relaxed” than dialectical deductions. But on
one, it is the inference that is “relaxed”: this was Burnyeat’s Consideration View, on
which enthymemes are “considerations” in favor of a determinate conclusion. On the
other, it is the conclusion that is “relaxed”: this was the Probability View, on which
enthymemes provide evidence for a probable conclusion.
I have defended a view of rhetorical premises as stable beliefs held by a
community, which are not merely accepted, but also not scientifically true. In conclusion
I hope to show how this account of rhetorical premises means that enthymemes cannot
rationally require an audience to believe the conclusion – even if the conclusion is a
merely probable one.
If rhetorical premises are endoxon signs and likelihoods, defined by contrast to
necessities, then they are the sorts of generalizations that can always have exceptions.
“For the most part” scientific generalizations also have exceptions, of course, but there is
again a functional difference between the two. In Phys. 2.8 Aristotle calls exceptions to
scientific generalizations “monstrosities” (terata) and “mistakes” (hamartēmata) (199b4).
They come about when something impedes a natural process (199b15-18). As I
understand it, if a scientist came upon such a monstrosity, there would be no positive
explanation she could give; the proper explanation would just refer to the normal case –
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the natural process that did not occur (or did not occur completely) – and perhaps also the
obstacle that got in the way.
In contrast, the exceptions to rhetorical generalizations are explainable. An orator,
qua orator, must be aware of the possibility of exceptions to whatever generalizations he
uses, because these will be exploited by his opponent. Sometimes exceptions can be
exploited fallaciously, by pretending as though the exception has refuted the
generalization itself, as it would if the generalization were a necessity. (Rhet. 2.25,
1402b23-26). But sometimes exceptions can be exploited legitimately, by showing the
exception to be more plausible than the generalization in the case at hand (1402b331403a1). It is in this context, of advising the orator to be aware of the sources of
refutation, that Aristotle says that signs and enthymemes from signs can be “refuted”
(luetai) because (gar) they “non-deductive” (asullogiston).149
To see how exceptions to rhetorical generalizations may be explainable, consider
the example of the opposing enthymemes from Chapter 3. There, I presented two
enthymemes, one for the accusation, with the major premise (a) “for the most part, those
who are jealous steal,” and the other for the defense, with the major premise (b) “for the
most part, those who are temperate do not steal.” If we now imagine the particular
defendant is a jealous, temperate person, then he will be an exception to at least one

λύεται δὲ καὶ τὰ σημεῖα καὶ τὰ διὰ σημείου ἐνθυμήματα εἰρημένα, κἂν ᾖ ὑπάρχοντα, ὥσπερ ἐλέχθη ἐν
τοῖς πρώτοις· ὅτι γὰρ ἀσυλλόγιστόν ἐστιν πᾶν σημεῖον, δῆλον ἡμῖν ἐκ τῶν Ἀναλυτικῶν. (Rhet. 2.25,
1403a2-5).
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“rule,” (a) or (b).150 Let us say that, despite his jealousy, the defendant is innocent: he did
not actually steal. The difference between exceptions to rhetorical generalizations and
exceptions to scientific generalizations can now be glimpsed. Unlike the scientist who
discovers a “mistake” or a “monster,” the defending speaker has something positive to
say, by way of explanation.151 For the defendant’s action is not just an inexplicable fluke,
but rather, is explicable in the light of another generalization: (b), “for the most part,
those who are temperate do not steal.” This is rather what I think Aristotle means in Rhet.
2.25 that endoxa are “contrary” to each other (1402a33-34): the same particular can fall
under two opposing generalizations, both of which are legitimate, stably held beliefs of
reasonable people. We need not infer from this comment that the endoxa can be false,
only that their exceptions can be explained by another endoxon generalization.
When rhetorical generalizations are understood this way, it is difficult to see how
any sort of conclusion – determinate or only probable – could follow by necessity (ex
anagkēs), as it does in the ordinary deduction.152 Rather, the fact that rhetorical
generalizations always have explicable exceptions gives us new reason to accept
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Allen (2001, 33) observes this point in his discussion of enthymemes from likelihoods when he says,
“the minor term can be the subject of different middle terms to which mutually exclusive characteristics
belong for the most part.”
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Presumably some exceptions to natural processes will be explainable by an opposing scientific
generalization. For example, the failure of a plant to grow despite getting sufficient sunlight will not be
explainable by the generalization “plants in the sun generally grow,” but perhaps by the opposing
generalization, “plants without sufficient water generally do not grow.” The difference, I take it, is that not
every scientific exception will be explainable in this way – some will be simply “mistakes” – whereas every
case that is the subject of rhetorical speeches will be explainable, i.e., every question that stands in need of
rhetorical argument will have something to be said on both sides.
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Top. 1.1 100a25-27; SE 164b27-165a2; APr. 1.1, 24b18-20
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Burnyeat’s Consideration View of the enthymeme, by specifying what it is about
rhetorical major premises that prevents them from guaranteeing particular conclusions.
The Consideration View in turn provides a way of resolving the Posterior
Anayltics formulation of the key tension of the enthymeme: that all teaching and learning
comes about in the same way, yet enthymemes “persuade” while other deductions truly
“teach.” I think this is not an accidental change of terminology. It recalls the difference
between inductive arguments and deductive arguments from the Topics, which I
mentioned in Chapter 3, but is worth reconsidering now in light of this discussion of
rhetorical premises. In Top. 1.12, Aristotle recommends against using deduction when
speaking to a public audience. He advises the use of induction (epagōgē) instead, which
is “more persuasive” (pithanōteron) compared to deduction, which is “more coercive”
(biastikōteron) (Top. 1.12, 105a16-19).
Now we know dialectical deductions are valid (genuine sullogismos), necessary
(the conclusion follows “ex anangkes”), but informal (since Aristotle had not discovered
the categorical syllogism). This sort of validity has the power of compulsion. Facing a
genuine dialectical deduction – i.e., one constructed from the audience’s own genuinely
held beliefs – the audience has no choice but to accept the conclusion. In contrast,
rhetorical arguments, understood as Considerations, characteristically leave the audience
with precisely this choice. They do not function, like other deductions do, as rational
requirements that audience believe the conclusion; they function like licenses to believe
the conclusion. That is, enthymemes function as considerations for the audience members
to decide, in the end, according to his “best judgment” (to gnōmē tē aristē), i.e., to
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exercise the promise in the juror’s oath at the start of the year. Judging from likelihoods,
and not necessities, is precisely what it is to “judge according to one’s best judgment”:
οὐ γὰρ ἐκ τῶν ἀναγκαίων δεῖ αὐτὸν μόνον κρίνειν, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐκ τῶν εἰκότων·
τοῦτο γάρ ἐστι τὸ γνώμῃ τῇ ἀρίστῃ κρίνειν (2.25, 1402b29-33)
for he should not only judge from necessities, but also from likelihoods, for this is
judging “by his best judgment”

The orator’s task is not to guarantee a particular conclusion, since they cannot do
so; it is, rather, to provide the audience with good reasons for believing the conclusion,
on the basis of which the audience must decide for themselves.153 In our example, one
side argues that the defendant is guilty based on the premise that jealous people steal, and
the other side argues that he is innocent based on the premise that temperate people do
not steal. The judge, by considering both reasons, must decide which better fits the case.
But once again, Aristotle does not tell us how this judgment is to be made, only how the
considerations are to be presented. The enthymeme, the deductive argument from signs
and likelihoods, is the “body” of proof; the orator’s skill is thus primarily, but not
entirely, dialectical skill.
In addition to argument, there are other sources of proof in which the orator
should be skilled. The final chapter turns to one of these other sources: character (ēthos).
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Notably, the Rhetoric, as we have it, ends with the line that Aristotle advises the orator to use to end the
speech:
εἴρηκα, ἀκηκόατε, ἔχετε, κρίνατε (Rhet. 3.19, 1402a1)
I have spoken, you have listened, you have [the facts], judge.
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Chapter 5: How Ēthos Persuades

Introduction
Aristotle enumerates three distinct technical proofs (entechnoi pisteis): logos,
pathos, and ēthos (Rhet. 1.2, 1355b35-1356a4). The previous two chapters focused on the
logos-proof. In particular, I aimed to show how constructing enthymemes is part of the
orator’s skill, qua orator, and how arguments persuade, qua rhetorical arguments. But any
interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of rhetoric must answer the additional question: why
are pathos and ēthos also included as “technical” proofs? In this chapter, I aim to account
for Aristotle’s inclusion of ēthos among the technical proofs.
In Part 1, I present a textual puzzle regarding the role of the ēthos-proof. In short,
Aristotle claims, in separate places, that ēthos and logos – but not pathos – are each the
“most authoritative” proof. The challenge consists in understanding how both ēthos and
logos could have this superlative status. I first discuss how different proposed accounts of
the ēthos-proof fare with respect to this puzzle. Then, in Part 2, I propose my own
account. In my view, argument is the primary mechanism by which a speaker conveys his
ēthos (hence, Aristotle can claim that both argument and ēthos are “most authoritative”).
But at the same time, the aspects of a character which a speaker’s argument conveys
include more than just argumentative abilities (hence, ēthos and logos are different
sources of proof). I show how the ēthos-proof, understood this way, functions both
positively, showing the speaker to be trustworthy, and negatively, showing the opposing
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speaker to be untrustworthy. Finally, in Part 3 I discuss how the dynamic between ēthos
and logos particularly suits public persuasion, as Aristotle conceived of it.

Part 1: A Puzzle Regarding the Ēthos-Proof
A. Two “authority” claims
Aristotle makes two claims in the beginning chapters of the Rhetoric: first, that
the enthymeme is the “most authoritative” proof, and second, that ēthos is the “most
authoritative” proof. I call these claims “Argument Authority” and “Character Authority”
respectively, and include both below, along with the point they are brought in to support.
The enthymeme is the logos-proof (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a14; 1355a8; 1.2, 1356b5), so
the following claim, from Rhet.1.1, amounts to saying that logos-proof is the “most
authoritative”:
[Argument Authority]
ἔστι δ᾽ ἀπόδειξις ῥητορικὴ ἐνθύμημα, καὶ ἔστι τοῦτο ὡς εἰπεῖν ἁπλῶς κυριώτατον
τῶν πίστεων (Rhet. 1.1, 1355a6-8)
The enthymeme is the rhetorical demonstration, and this is, so to say simply the
most authoritative proof
This claim is introduced as support for the preceding point:
τότε γὰρ πιστεύομεν μάλιστα ὅταν ἀποδεδεῖχθαι ὑπολάβωμεν (Rhet. 1.1, 1355a56)
We are most of all persuaded when we take something to have been demonstrated

The next claim comes in Rhet. 1.2, where Aristotle says:
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[Character Authority]
ἀλλὰ σχεδὸν ὡς εἰπεῖν κυριωτάτην ἔχει πίστιν τὸ ἦθος. (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a13)
Character has, so to say, roughly the most authoritative proof

This claim is introduced as support for the preceding point:
τοῖς γὰρ ἐπιεικέσι πιστεύομεν μᾶλλον καὶ θᾶττον, περὶ πάντων μὲν ἁπλῶς, ἐν οἷς
δὲ τὸ ἀκριβὲς μὴ ἔστιν ἀλλὰ τὸ ἀμφιδοξεῖν, καὶ παντελῶς. (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a6-8)
For while we are more persuaded by decent people, and more swiftly, generally
about all things, [we are persuaded] most completely in cases where there is not
exactness, but room for doubt
First, a note on the words Aristotle uses to make these claims. Their parallelism is
striking. Both include a qualification: hōs eipein haplōs (so to say simply) in Argument
Authority, and schedon hōs eipein (so to say, roughly) in Character Authority. I am not
sure exactly what, or how much, to make of this. More important is the parallelism in the
superlative predicate: “kuriōtaton,” neuter in Argument Authority to modify to
enthumēma, and “kuriōtatēn,” feminine in Character Authority to modify hē pistis. Both
the logos and ēthos are the “most kurios” proof. The adjective kurios could be rendered
“ruling,” “controlling,” or “strong”; whichever way we take it, the question that arises is
how both kinds of proof could be the “most kurios.” Finally, there is a parallelism in the
preceding claims which these two main claims are brought in to support: that we are
“most of all persuaded” when we take something to be demonstrated, and we are
“persuaded most completely” by decent people when there is not exactness. We should
note that there is also a variation in the otherwise parallel claims. Argument Authority
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says the enthymeme “is” (esti) the most authoritative among proofs; Character Authority
says character “has” (echei) the most authoritative proof.
Understanding Character Authority requires first grasping the meaning of “ēthos”
in the context of the ēthos-proof, possibly apart from its meaning in other contexts. In the
introduction to his influential commentary, Cope identifies three varieties of ēthos
discussed in the Rhetoric: (1) the ēthos of the speaker, (2) the ēthos of the audience, and
(3) dramatic ēthos (discussed mainly in Book 3 as a property of “narrative” (diēgēsis).154
As one of the three technical proofs, though, the relevant sense of ēthos is the first. How
does persuasion through the speaker’s ēthos come about? Aristotle gives an explicit
answer in Rhet. 1.2:
διὰ μὲν οὖν τοῦ ἤθους, ὅταν οὕτω λεχθῇ ὁ λόγος ὥστε ἀξιόπιστον ποιῆσαι τὸν
λέγοντα· (1.2, 1356a4-6)
Persuading through ēthos occurs when the speech is said in a way so that it makes
the speaker trustworthy
If persuasion through ēthos is a matter of making the speaker “trustworthy” or
“worth believing” (axiopistos), then the interpretive question raised at the start (“why are
ēthos and pathos included among the technical proofs?”) can be reformulated as: how can
a speaker be made trustworthy through a technical method? This interpretive question
must be answered before we can return to the puzzle, because before we can know what
to make of Aristotle’s claims that the enthymeme and ēthos are both the most “kurios”
proof, we must know how ēthos could be a technical proof at all.
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Cope (1867, 108-112).
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B. Proposed accounts of the ēthos-proof
Every holistic interpretation of the theory in the Rhetoric must have some answer
to this question: how can ēthos be a technical proof? In this section, I present two
plausible accounts of how the ēthos-proof works, each of which offers an answer to this
question. Both accounts attempt to explain why Aristotle considered the ēthos-proof to be
technical. The first, represented by Garver (1994) holds that the ēthos-proof persuades by
making the speaker appear to be a good reasoner in general. The second, represented by
Dow (2019), holds that the ēthos-proof persuades by making the speaker appear
trustworthy, though perhaps for reasons other than her general reasoning abilities. Yet on
both accounts, the ēthos-proof works by making the speaker trustworthy in general, and
therefore, gives the audience good reason to believe what she says – independently of
what she says, i.e., regardless of the content of her speech.
There are two standards we might use to evaluate an account of the ēthos-proof.
One is based on the puzzle posed by Aristotle’s two Authority claims; namely, can the
account help to explain, or at least remain sensitive to, the fact that Aristotle claims both
Argument Authority and Character Authority? Dow’s account, for instance, cannot
explain the puzzle, and indeed does not attempt to do so: he discounts the tension in a
footnote by saying the two proofs are “most authoritative” in different ways.155 Garver’s
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Dow’s footnote on the passage containing Character Authority reads:

“So, this passage asserts that the use of the speaker’s character has the greatest impact on the audience with
regard to getting them convinced (or perhaps what it produces is ‘most paradigmatically conviction’
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account, by contrast, can explain the puzzle. It does so by closely integrating logos and
ēthos. The price of meeting this first standard in this way (which I explain in detail in the
next section) is failing to meet the second standard.
The second standard an account of the ēthos-proof must meet is based on the fact
that logos and ēthos are independent sources of rhetorical proof. Aristotle introduces
them (along with the pathos-proof) by stating, “there are three kinds (eidē) of proof
provided through the speech” (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a1).156 The second question to ask when
evaluating any given account, then, is whether it maintains the independence of ēthos and
logos as sources of proof. In my view, Garver’s account meets the first standard (i.e.,
explaining the puzzle) only by falling short of this second one (i.e., maintaining their
independence).157

(i) Ēthos-proof as a “by-product” of logos
On Garver’s interpretation, a speaker’s ēthos is just a “by-product” of logos,
specifically, a speaker’s apparent character is a by-product of “a speaker’s argumentative

(κυριωτάτην πίστιν). Whereas 1355a7–8 seems primarily concerned with the importance of enthymemes to
the practice of rhetoric, and hence to the expertise itself.”
The problem with this resolution, in my view, is that “ēthos” in Character Authority (Rhet. 1.2, 1356a13) is
clearly referring to one of the three technical proofs enumerated at 1.2, 1356a1-4. Dow’s deflationary
reading of the tension makes sense only if we understand “ēthos” in Character Authority non-technically.
But since the “ēthos” referred to there is ēthos qua technical proof, the question remains: why does he call
ēthos, qua technical proof, the “most authoritative”?
156

τῶν δὲ διὰ τοῦ λόγου ποριζομένων πίστεων τρία εἴδη ἔστιν·
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Garver (1994) acknowledges that they are independent sources of proof, and thinks his view remains
sensitive to this fact. But his ultimate explanation for how ēthos is different is self-defeating: “ethos differs
from pathos and logos,” he says, “by not being a separate source of conviction” (195).
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and deliberative ability.”158 His idea is that an audience comes to trust a speaker when
they take him to be intelligent: “We trust a speaker, and impute aretē and phronēsis to
him, when he presents us with a cogent and intelligent argument”159. Garver describes
how the ēthos-proof works this way:
most people can respond to the practical intelligence displayed by a lawyer qua
advocate without thinking either that the lawyer believes what he or she says or
that the practical intelligence shown in the speech is any reason at all to trust the
lawyer in other contexts… no one expects the advocate to ‘mean what he says’160
In Garver’s view, the argumentative ability on display in rhetoric is the aspect of the
speaker’s ēthos which constitutes the ēthos-proof.
What I think is right about Garver’s interpretation is his observation that the way
to use the ēthos-proof cannot be taught to an aspiring orator directly, and relatedly,
character cannot be presented by a speaker directly (for example, Garver notes the
unpersuasiveness of the person who says, “trust me, I’m not a crook”). This idea, that the
ēthos-proof is learned and employed indirectly, fits the evidence, for Aristotle does not
treat the ēthos-proof separately from the logos-proof. Rather, as we’ll see, its treatment is
woven into his discussion of how to construct enthymemes. Garver’s view of the ēthosproof as closely integrated with the logos-proof reflects this fact.
What I find more doubtful about Garver’s view is how it considers arguments to
convey trustworthiness. In his view, the ēthos-proof is at work when the audience takes
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Garver (1994, 192).
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Ibid, 192.
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Ibid, 197.
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the intelligence of the speaker to be a reason for believing what the speaker says. They
need not think the speaker is sincere, moral, or that he holds certain values – they need
only to think that he is smart. But a person’s arguments convey more about him than just
his argumentative abilities. I hope to show that Aristotle considers other aspects of
character, aside from intelligence of any sort, to be relevant to the ēthos-proof, even
though these aspects are also conveyed through argument.

(ii) Ēthos as testimonial evidence
Dow’s view of the ēthos-proof is similarly about cultivating general
trustworthiness through the speech, but he leaves open how the orator is to do this.
Conveying character need not be done through argument alone. Dow presents the effect
of the ēthos-proof on the audience in this way (I quote verbatim):
1. I hear Callias credibly present evidence of his own good character
(trustworthiness).
2. I trust Callias (I treat Callias as being trustworthy).
3. I know that Callias asserts such-and-such.
4. I believe such-and-such.161
In Dow’s view, various elements of a speech could constitute “evidence” of the
speaker’s good character (the evidence referenced in Step 1). A speaker may effect Step
1, i.e., “present evidence” of her character, in many ways; for instance, she might tell a
story in which she appears virtuous at the start of her speech before presenting
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Dow (2015, 100).
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arguments. In other words, a speaker could convey her character through mechanisms
other than argument. Compare this to Garver’s account, on which it is argument that
primarily conveys a speaker’s character.
Another difference between Dow’s and Garver’s accounts lies in which aspects of
a speaker’s character they take the ēthos-proof to convey. In Garver’s account, we saw,
what is conveyed is a speaker’s intelligence, and specifically, his argumentative abilities.
Dow leaves open that more aspects of character, other than intelligence, might be
conveyed in a speech. He says,
[the assemblymen] believe the things Pericles has said, because they believe
Pericles—he himself is what is pistos, and if his character is good it provides the
strongest of proofs (1356a13). When asked to justify why he thought a particular
course of action was best, an assemblyman could reply, ‘Because Pericles said it
was,’ perhaps supplemented with some comment on Pericles’ wisdom, virtue, and
patriotism.162
Dow recognizes, rightly I think, that there are aspects of character other than
argumentative abilities and general intelligence that are relevant to the ēthos-proof, such
as patriotism.
He then describes the effect of the ēthos-proof with this sequence of the
audience’s mental contents, which I again quote verbatim:
1. Evidence for: Callias is trustworthy
a. And this evidence is reputable.
2. Callias is trustworthy.
3. Callias recommends such-and-such
Therefore (or ‘this is good grounds for judging’),
4. Such-and-such163
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This is a formulation of how testimonial evidence works in general; and indeed,
this is how Dow understands Aristotle’s ēthos-proof. He says the ēthos-proof is
Aristotle’s explanation of “how we come to believe something on the basis of someone’s
testimony.”164 It is implied that the account holds regardless of what the “something” is.
On Dow’s view, the trustworthy speaker serves as a reliable medium in general, so they
are a fortiori a reliable medium for any particular subject matter of which they might
speak. An ēthos-proof is at work when some aspect of the speaker’s character is the basis
for believing what the speaker says, whatever the speaker says.
This subject-matter generality is the aspect of Dow’s view from which my own
will depart. I doubt that Aristotle would accept that just any content could be suitably
substituted into the “such-and-such” in Dow’s formulation above. Dow’s account is
general with respect to the subject matter, but Aristotle’s ēthos-proof, I hope to show, is
special to rhetoric because it is special to rhetorical subject matter.
The alternative account of the ēthos-proof which I’ll present in the second Part of
this chapter shares one feature with Garver’s view, and one feature with Dow’s view. But
it departs from both because, in my view, the ēthos-proof is not about trustworthiness in
general, but about trustworthiness in the matters that concern rhetoric: the practical
matters for which there is need for public deliberation. On my interpretation, the ēthosproof is presented (primarily) through argument; one could not read a transcript of a
speech and circle the ēthos-proofs without having circled many of the logos-proofs. On
this point I agree with Garver. Against Garver, however, I argue that the aspects of ēthos
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that are relevant to the ēthos proof are not simply practical intelligence, conveyed through
argumentative abilities: other, more substantive virtues and values are relevant and
contribute to persuasiveness through ēthos. On this point I agree with Dow.
In sum, my view is directly responsive to the two standards outlined above: the
puzzle posed by the two Authority claims, and the background fact that ēthos and logos
are independent sources of proof. I hope to show that the ēthos-proof is not – in the
majority of cases – materially distinct from the logos-proof. This explains why Aristotle
can claim both Argument Authority and Character Authority without contradiction. But I
also hope to show that ēthos is a source of persuasiveness independent from logos. This
explains why he must make both Authority claims.
As a distinct mode of proof, the ēthos-proof works in both a positive way and in a
negative (refutative) way. Positively, it contributes to persuasion technically when the
speaker is made trustworthy by the fact that their arguments express an ēthos shared with
the audience. Refutatively, a speaker can become unpersuasive, or one’s opponent can
show one to be unpersuasive, by revealing a contradiction in one’s deeds and one’s
words.

Part 2: The Effect of the Ēthos-Proof
A. Positive function: sharing the ēthos of the audience
In Rhet. 2.1 Aristotle states that there are three causes (aitia) of a speaker being
believable (pistos): the qualities of practical wisdom (phronēsis), virtue (aretē), and
goodwill (eunoia).
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τοῦ μὲν οὖν αὐτοὺς εἶναι πιστοὺς τοὺς λέγοντας τρία ἐστὶ τὰ αἴτια· τοσαῦτα γάρ
ἐστι δι’ ἃ πιστεύομεν ἔξω τῶν ἀποδείξεων. ἔστι δὲ ταῦτα φρόνησις καὶ ἀρετὴ καὶ
εὔνοια· (Rhet. 2.1 1378a6-8)
The causes of speakers themselves being believable are three: for there are this
many [things] through which we believe, outside of demonstration. These are
practical wisdom, virtue, and goodwill.
He goes on to explain why each quality is relevant for a speaker’s believability.
With practical wisdom the speaker is able to form correct beliefs; with virtue the speaker
will say what they think; with goodwill a speaker will give the advice they think is best.
As other commentators have noted, the description of these qualities is incompatible with
their treatment in the Ethics and should not be read as having the same sense, here.165
This discrepancy is not my focus, though; instead, I am primarily interested in what he
says a few lines later:
ἀνάγκη ἄρα τὸν ἅπαντα δοκοῦντα ταῦτ’ ἔχειν εἶναι τοῖς ἀκροωμένοις πιστόν.
(Rhet. 2.1, 1378a14-15)
Therefore, it is necessary that all who seem to have these [qualities] be believable
to the listeners
Here, Aristotle qualifies the previous claim, that speakers are believable because
of, or through, (dia) these three qualities. We now learn that it is just the appearance of
these qualities, not the qualities themselves, that make a speaker believable. Further, we
learn that if one does appear to have these qualities, one will necessarily be believable.
How can a speaker technically, as a matter of a method of a technē, be made to
appear to have these qualities? Consider virtue as an example. One way to seem virtuous,
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For example, Fortenbaugh (1992, 220) argues that Aristotle uses these words in the sense of the
rhetorical tradition, not in his own technical sense.
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presumably, is to be virtuous, but there is reason to doubt that being virtuous is either
necessary (cf. Resp. 2, 360e-361b) or sufficient (cf. Resp. 2, 361b-d) for seeming
virtuous. Furthermore, Aristotle contrasts virtue with technē, so we should not expect the
technical means of persuasion to rely on having a virtuous character.166 If one can seem
virtuous without being virtuous, and vice versa, and if there is no craft of being virtuous,
we should look to what he says about how one can seem virtuous.
There is a type of rhetoric that is devoted to exactly this: epideictic rhetoric,
which is speech devoted to “making the greatness of someone’s virtue apparent.”167 Rhet.
1.9, which discusses premises for making arguments in epideictic speech, opens in the
following way:
μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα λέγωμεν περὶ ἀρετῆς καὶ κακίας καὶ καλοῦ καὶ αἰσχροῦ· οὗτοι γὰρ
σκοποὶ τῷ ἐπαινοῦντι καὶ ψέγοντι· συμβήσεται γὰρ ἅμα περὶ τούτων λέγοντας
κἀκεῖνα δηλοῦν ἐξ ὧν ποιοί τινες ὑποληφθησόμεθα κατὰ τὸ ἦθος, ἥπερ ἦν
δευτέρα πίστις·(Rhet. 1.9, 1366a23-27)
After this, let us speak about virtue and vice, and about the noble and shameful,
for these are the focus of the one praising and blaming. For at the same time, in
speaking about these things, also those things from which we will be taken to
have a certain sort of character will incidentally be made clear, which is just the
second proof.
In Chapter 4 I discussed the premises of enthymemes, and the claim that enthymemes are
composed from signs and likelihoods. Given that discussion, we can read a chapter like
Rhet. 1.9, which is focused on the premises for epideictic speech, as a chapter about the
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Though his meaning in the chapter is controversial, one place this contrast comes up is in EN 6.4, where
Aristotle distinguishes productive (poietikēs) knowledge from both practical (praktikēs) and theoretical
(theōretikēs) knowledge, which implies a distinction between craft and virtue.
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ἔστιν δ’ ἔπαινος λόγος ἐμφανίζων μέγεθος ἀρετῆς. (Rhet. 1.9, 1367b27).

Epideictic rhetoric is defined more generally in Rhet. 1.3 as speech praising what is noble or blaming of
what is shameful (Rhet. 1.3, 1358b21-26).

182

signs and likelihoods of virtue and vice. The chapter is one of the clearest examples of
Aristotle presenting the endoxa on a subject; he is not giving his own philosophical views
about the nature of the noble (kalon) or of virtue, but rather, he is giving a list of how the
noble and how the virtues appear in different political communities. Since we have seen
that signs and likelihoods are similarly sources of major premises, I’ll just discuss signs
here.
The opening passage of Rhet. 1.9, quoted above, tells us that whatever the signs of
virtue are, they must be able to serve the dual function of allowing a speaker to draw
conclusions about the underlying character of the person being praised and to present
herself as a person of a certain sort of character. A person’s works (erga) and actions
(praxeis) are signs of their virtue in general;168 particular qualities (e.g., “having long
hair”) may be signs of a particular virtues (e.g., freedom) in particular communities (e.g.,
Sparta) (e.g., Rhet. 1.9, 1367a28-30). In selecting sign-premises, a speaker selects these
visible signs of virtue and leaves the audience to infer from them what is invisible (virtue,
being a state of the soul).
It is relatively clear, I think, how the selection of sign-premises can satisfy the
first function: drawing conclusions about the subject’s state of virtue. For example, if we
imagine an epideictic speaker aiming to praise the virtue of the late Representative John
Lewis, she should have in her possession the signs of virtue he manifested throughout his
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At Rhet. 1.9 1366b26, the signs and works of virtue are discussed together. At 1367b26 Aristotle says,
“many similar cases will seem to be a sign of virtue,” and the context of the passage makes clear the similar
things are actions. At 1367b33, he says that we praise those who have done some action because works are
signs of the state (hexis).
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life. She should argue from these signs (that he was a Freedom Rider, that he organized
the March on Washington, that he was arrested for civil rights protests) to the conclusion
that he was a just man.169 But how can selection of these sign-premises also serve the
second function, and present the speaker as a certain sort of character?
To answer this, consider what the selection of a premise expresses about the
speaker. It expresses that the speaker takes the fact expressed with the premises as good
evidence of the fact expressed with the conclusion; it also expresses that they take the
former fact to be more familiar than and prior to the latter fact (cf. APo. 1.2, 71b23-25).
When a speaker chooses to conclude something about virtue from premises about, say,
wealth, they express something like “I, like you, take wealth to be good evidence of
virtue,” and also “I, like you, take the connection between wealth and virtue to need no
argument.”
One way the selection of premises expresses character, then, is by expressing
what the speaker takes to be a reasonable assumption in the community – what he takes
to be the facts for which no further argument is needed. Imagine now two different
epideictic speakers praising Representative John Lewis: the first argues simply from the
fact that he was a Freedom Rider to his being just; a second speaker adds a further
argument to establish the connection between being a Freedom Rider and being just. This
second speaker would be suspicious precisely because he argues for what should be
assumed; he makes what should be a premise into a conclusion, and in doing so expresses

Michael Carlson (2020), “John Lewis Obituary,” The Guardian: https://www.theguardian.com/usnews/2020/jul/18/john-lewis-obituary
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an unfamiliar ēthos – one that does not take the same things for granted. In contrast, the
first speaker would be trusted precisely for what she does not say.170
This is how Aristotle intends an orator to become trustworthy technically, and
why he does not theorize a mechanism for the ēthos-proof distinct from the enthymeme.
The ēthos-proof occurs through argument, as Garver observes. The very structure of an
argument – that is, the arrangement of propositions into premises and conclusions –
conveys ēthikē information that could not be expressed by non-argumentative speech,
such as narration. But this is not because the ēthikē information conveyed is just the
speaker’s argumentative abilities. The evidence from Rhet. 1.9 tells us that Aristotle
thinks substantive values and connectedness to a community are also conveyed by
argument, since he thinks that it is by means of the very same things that a speaker makes
their subject appear virtuous and makes themselves appear virtuous. Because arguments
include among their parts things that are presumed to not need argument (i.e., premises),
a speaker’s character is expressed through an argument qua argument (not just through
an argument qua collection of propositions), by expressing what the speaker takes to be
“given.”171

Carey (1996, 409) makes an interesting, related point when he says, “for the projection of ēthos, what is
unsaid may be as important as what is said.” He cites Aeschines’ prosecution of Timarchus, where
Aeschines never says what Timarchus has done: “The result is a sustained presentation of the speaker as a
man who will not stoop to describe vile behavior, and the effect is to create a rapport between speaker and
audience and commensurate gulf between audience and opponent, an individual who stoops to do what
decent men will not even say.” Further, Carey notes that sometimes, “the silence may become explicit,”
and cites Demosthenes 21.79, where the speaker refers to “the sort of things their sort would say (I could
not be induced to repeat to you any of the things said then)…”
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Recall the traditional interpretation of the enthymeme as an “abbreviated” deduction, one with an
unstated premise (above, p. 99). Though I have dismissed this interpretation as an adequate account of what
is distinctive about enthymemes, the way the ēthos-proof comes about through argument – and specifically,
171
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The Rhetoric’s chapters 1.4-14 are especially informative about this point when
considered as a whole. They are frequently called the “endoxon” chapters, and it is often
noted that the signs of the good, just, and noble identified there depart from Aristotle’s
own philosophical views in the ethical works.172 The knowledge the orator needs in order
to make himself trustworthy is not philosophical, ethical knowledge (about the nature or
causes of the good, just, or noble), but cultural knowledge of what, in a community, are
considered signs of these things.
This interpretation of how arguments persuade through ēthos highlights a
dependence between the first and second senses of ēthos pointed out by Cope. Conveying
ēthos in the first sense, the ēthos of the speaker, depends on the speaker’s knowledge of
the second, the ēthos of the audience. This dependence in turn explains why, in Rhet. 1.8,
the final chapter on the premises for deliberative rhetoric, Aristotle explains why ēthikē
argument requires knowledge of the audience’s various ēthē:
Ἐπεὶ δὲ οὐ μόνον αἱ πίστεις γίνονται δι’ ἀποδεικτικοῦ λόγου, ἀλλὰ καὶ δι’ ἠθικοῦ
(τῷ γὰρ ποιόν τινα φαίνεσθαι τὸν λέγοντα πιστεύομεν, τοῦτο δ’ ἐστὶν ἂν ἀγαθὸς
φαίνηται ἢ εὔνους ἢ ἄμφω), δέοι ἂν τὰ ἤθη τῶν πολιτειῶν ἑκάστης ἔχειν ἡμᾶς· τὸ
μὲν γὰρ ἑκάστης ἦθος πιθανώτατον ἀνάγκη πρὸς ἑκάστην εἶναι. (1.8, 1366a8-14)
Since proofs come to be not only through demonstrative argument, but also
through ēthikē argument (since we are persuaded in virtue of the fact that the
speaker appears of a certain sort, that is, if he appears good or goodwilled, or
both), it is necessary that we grasp the characters proper to each political
constitution, for the character of each is necessarily most persuasive to each.

through what, in an argument, is unargued for – draws out an insight in, and perhaps a motivation behind,
this traditional interpretation.
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Here Aristotle specifies a type of argument – ēthikē argument – that persuades
when the speaker appears to have a certain character. It is contrasted with demonstrative
argument, with the implication that demonstrative argument does not persuade through
the speaker’s ēthos. Further, he tells us that the ability to give ēthikē arguments relies on
“grasping” (echein) the character proper to each political constitution, since, he explains,
the character proper to each is necessarily the most persuasive to each. By “grasping”
here he means one must know, or possess in the cognitive sense, the characters, for one
should “grasp” plural ēthē, but one can only genuinely have (i.e., possess in the
metaphysical sense) one ēthos. In this section, I have attempted to spell out how this
knowledge of the audience’s ēthē is used in rhetorical argument.
If this understanding of persuasion through ēthos is right, then it helps to make
sense of Aristotle’s various warnings in the Rhetoric about what a speaker should not say:
for instance, his advice not to state what “everyone knows” (Rhet. 1.2, 1357a20-21). He
elaborates on this advice in Rhet. 2.22:
ὅτι μὲν οὖν τὸ ἐνθύμημα συλλογισμός ἐστιν, εἴρηται πρότερον, καὶ πῶς
συλλογισμός, καὶ τί διαφέρει τῶν διαλεκτικῶν· οὔτε γὰρ πόρρωθεν οὔτε πάντα
δεῖ λαμβάνοντας συνάγειν· τὸ μὲν γὰρ ἀσαφὲς διὰ τὸ μῆκος, τὸ δὲ ἀδολεσχία διὰ
τὸ φανερὰ λέγειν (Rhet. 2.22, 1395b23-26)
The fact that the enthymeme is a deduction was stated earlier, and in what way it
is a deduction, and how it differs from dialectical [deductions]. For one should
neither draw its materials from far back, nor include everything, since in the
former its length makes it unclear, while in the latter one babbles by stating what
is evident.173
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This passage goes on to draw out a troubling consequence. The ignorant are often more persuasive than
the educated in crowds because they speak of what they know, and “the things nearer” (ta engus), by which
he means, nearer to the subject matter or to the audience’s concerns (1395b26-31).

187

Why, exactly, should a speaker not say what is evident? Why should completion,
in some cases, detract from persuasiveness? Without recognizing the role of the ēthosproof, all we could say about this advice is that Aristotle thinks such over-expression
wastes time, and possibly bores or confuses the audience. But by recognizing the role of
ēthos-proof, we can say more: over-expression, saying what is evident, crowds the space
needed for one’s ēthos to be expressed, since ēthos is expressed in the choice to assume,
and not to argue for, certain propositions. This does not mean Aristotle’s orator will be a
Wittgensteinian quietist who refrains from saying “ethical propositions” which can only
be shown; rather, it means they will refrain from arguing for what, in order to retain
ethical force, must be assumed.

B. Negative function: avoiding contradiction in deeds and words
Another body of evidence shows the ēthos-proof working in a very different way,
so it requires separate treatment. It is found condensed the end of Book 2, in a chapter
where Aristotle discusses the general rules of inference which may be used in
enthymemes across the three divisions of oratory (deliberative, judicial, or epideictic).
These general rules of inference are the “common” (koina) topics, as opposed to the
“special” (idia) topics which were discussed in Rhet. 1.4-14. Knowing the topics enables

“Making an opponent babble” (adoleschēsai) is one of the methods of contentious argument discussed in
SE 3.
In Rhet. 3.12, perspicuous (prepōn) speech is the mean between babbling (adoleschein) speech and concise
(suntomos) speech (Rhet. 3.12, 1414b25)
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one to fulfill the purpose of dialectic, as discussed in Chapter 3: to reason (sullogizesthai)
from acceptable premises (ex endoxōn) about any problem (problēma), while avoiding
self-contradiction (hupenantion) (Top. 1.1, 100a18-20). For instance, if you know the
topos from opposites, you will see the inference from (A) “every pleasure is a good” to
(B) “every pain is an evil” (Top. 3.6, 119a37-b1). And conversely, if you don’t know this
rule of inference, you are more likely to assert A while denying B and become vulnerable
to refutation.
Since the rules of inference in the Topics are general, we might expect the
common topics listed in Rhet. 2.23 to correspond to the list in the Topics.174 But they do
not. This may not be surprising given the differing length and detail of the two treatises
(there are, by some counts, over 300 topics enumerated in the Topics,175 and only about
28 or 30 in Rhet. 2.23). Even so, we might still expect the list in the Rhetoric to comprise
a subset of the list in the Topics. But, even more surprisingly, it does not. Instead, only a
few rhetorical topics in 2.23 have clear counterparts in the Topics.176 The majority are
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Rapp (2013, 132) acknowledges this expectation specifically for the common topics, and makes the
point that the special topics should not correspond to anything in the Topics.
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Counted by Rubinelli (2014, 434).
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Some uncontroversially corresponding pairings include the topos from opposites (Rhet. 2.23 1397a7-19;
Top. 2.8 113b27-114a6), the topos from correlatives (1397a20-23, Top. 2.9, 114a26-114b5), the topos from
the more and the less (Rhet. 2.23 1397b12-17; Top. 2.10 114b37-115a14). Among those commentators
interested in this discrepancy, Rapp (2013) emphasizes the differences and concludes that “the principle of
construction for the list of topoi in Rhet. 2.23 is quite different from the program of the Topics” (136). The
Rhetoric, in Rapp’s view, must produce its list by appeal to historical speeches, and the Topics produces a
list by dialectical principles.
On the other side, Rubinelli (2009) emphasizes the similarities and groups the rhetorical topics
into four categories, three of which are shared between the two texts ( 74-75).
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entirely new, and the new ones are good clues for understanding the difference between
dialectic and rhetoric.
Among the new topics in Rhet. 2.23, not found in the Topics, are several that
involve ways to make the argument about the speakers themselves. Though there may be
other topics new in the Rhetoric, the following “speaker-relative” topics are, in my view,
most obviously new:
Topoi:
1. Turning what has been said against oneself upon the one who said it (Rhet. 2.23,
1398a3-15)
2. When one’s opponents do not praise the same thing openly and secretly (2.23,
1399a28-32).
3. Incentives and disincentives (especially the incentives to accuse, and incentives to
defend) (2.23, 1400a35-b4)
4. Inconsistencies among all the times, actions, or words (logos): the examples are 1)
regarding the opponent, 2) regarding oneself, the speaker 3) comparing the
speaker and the opponent’s consistency (2.23, 1400a14-22).
5. The name (i.e., the name of the speaker) (2.23, 1400b16-25).

Not all commentators consider these topics to be new to the Rhetoric, so I will
discuss why I think this is the case. For example, Rubinelli classifies #1 as a less abstract
version of the dialectical topos “of the more and the less”; she takes it to be a way of
arguing that the same predicate belongs to two subjects to a different degree.177 For
instance, if it is more likely that the morally worse person has done some bad deed than
the morally good person, and if it is known that the accuser is morally worse than the
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Rubinelli (2009, 82).
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accused, then the fact that the morally worse (accuser) would not do that thing makes it
even less likely that the morally superior (accused) would do it.
Yet in my view, seeing topos #1 as a version of this dialectical topos is
implausible. Aristotle’s point in the relevant passage in the Rhetoric is about turning what
is said specifically against the one who says it:
ἄλλος ἐκ τῶν εἰρημένων καθ’ αὑτοῦ πρὸς τὸν εἰπόντα...καθόλου δὲ ἄτοπός ἐστιν,
ὅταν τις ἐπιτιμᾷ ἄλλοις ἃ αὐτὸς ποιεῖ ἢ ποιήσειεν ἂν, ἢ προτρέπῃ ποιεῖν ἃ αὐτὸς
μὴ ποιεῖ μηδὲ ποιήσειεν ἄν. (2.23, 1398a3-14)
Another [topic] is from [turning] what was said against oneself against the
speaker… It is in general absurd when someone reproaches others for what he
himself does or would do, or exhorts [others] to do what he himself does not do or
would not do

Similarly, the admittedly unimpressive topos #5 does not, in my view,
correspond, as Rubinelli claims, to Topics 2.6 (112a32-36). In this chapter of the Topics,
Aristotle is pointing out how one can appeal to the meaning of words, in general; in the
Rhetoric, he is narrowly concerned with the meaning of one’s opponent’s name. The
differing examples he gives in the two texts illustrate this clearly. Name-calling is an
unimpressive tactic, to be sure,178 but that is not the point, here. The point I want to
emphasize is that several of the uniquely rhetorical topics involve the speaker and their
opponent, as people, as part of the rhetorical argumentative strategy. These are ways of
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Though this topos is unimpressive, it is not fallacious, and its inclusion in 2.23, but exclusion from the
Topics, may still be insightful. Consider Donald Trump’s use of disparaging nicknames (“Sleepy Joe,”
“Crooked Hillary”); he tends to gain persuasive ground by these naming tactics. Why does such an
obviously unimpressive tactic work? Possibly, name-calling forges a “sticky” association between a
negative quality and the opponent’s character, via their name. The insight, then, is that this is a means of
rhetorical persuasion and not dialectical persuasion, because only in rhetoric does the opponent’s character
contribute to their persuasiveness.
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showing an opponent to be “untrustworthy” or “not believable” (apistos) (Rhet. 2.23,
1398a10), even though they are not elements of dialectic.
This observation, that included among the new topics found in Rhet. 2.23 is this
class of speaker-relative ones, has not been to my knowledge recognized, even though the
difference between rhetoric and dialectic is much-discussed.179 This class of distinctively
rhetorical topics illuminates a difference between dialectic and rhetoric. The speaker’s
sincerity or consistency, understood as the coherence of their private life with their public
speech, or their actions with their words, matters in rhetoric in a way it does not in
dialectic. In fact, this suggestion is somewhat unsurprising when we consider that one of
dialectic’s functions is “gymnastic,” and the Topics was probably written as a handbook
for competitive debating rather than real-world persuasion (Top. 1.2, 101a25-27).
Rhetoric, as I’ve pointed out, differs from dialectic in being a skill that is always
exercised in “real life,” with real political stakes. But this suggestion about rhetorical
consistency also points to a deeper difference between the two disciplines, which is that
there is a way of generating a contradiction in rhetoric that would not even count as
contradictory in dialectic.
Consider as an example the fourth topos in the list above, which says a speaker
may argue from inconsistencies based on all times, actions, and words (ek pantōn kai
kronōn kai praxeōn kai logōn). The example Aristotle uses to illustrate this topic clearly
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Rapp (2013), who recognizes far more of the topoi to be new than Rubinelli (2009, 2014) does, does not
acknowledge this class, because he does not make a point about the content of the new topoi, only on the
fact that there are new ones.
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shows that he has in mind inconsistencies that are generated not just by combinations of
actions, or combinations of words, but by combinations of actions and words; the
example he goes on to give cites a speaker pointing out that, though the opponent says
that he loves “you” [the democratic audience], he conspired with the Thirty [i.e. antidemocratic oligarchy in Athens]. The use of this topos involves showing that the
conclusion one should draw from the opponent’s words contradicts the conclusion one
should draw from his actions. There is nothing corresponding to this strategy in dialectic,
as it is presented in the Topics.
What comes closest, in dialectic, is the topic from contrarieties, discussed in
Topics 2.7. Rubinelli therefore takes the fourth topic in the list above to be a variation on
this dialectical topos.180 There, the discussion of the topos from contraries is about which
predicates cannot inhere together in a subject; it thus deals with logical and physical, and
maybe ontological, contradiction. It is this same sense of contradiction that the method of
the Topics, as stated at the work’s opening, is intended to help us avoid (we are to avoid
saying anything “self-contradictory” (hupenantion)) (Top. 1.1, 101a23). According to the
discussion in Top. 2.7, this notion of contradiction does not include contradictions
between words and actions. This discrepancy suggests that there is a difference in the
conceptions underlying the difference in Aristotle’s choice of words: inconsistency
(anomologoumena) in rhetoric, and contrariety (enantia) in dialectic.
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Aristotle is elsewhere concerned that an orator avoid this kind of inconsistency.
For instance, in Rhet. 3.17 he says that we sometimes open ourselves to charges of
prolixity (makrologian) or contradiction (antilogian) when we say something ourselves,
and in those cases, we should simply get someone else to say it (1418b23-26). This
advice could only make sense if rhetorical competence involves avoiding contradiction
between character, deeds, and actions on the one hand, and words on the other, in
addition to avoiding contradiction in words alone. The contradiction (antilogian)
Aristotle warns against in Rhet. 3.17 is not understandable as a contradiction if we only
had the dialectical notion of contrariety (enantia) (i.e., contradiction in words, no matter
who says them), because his advised solution – delegating the words to someone else to
say – would do nothing to avoid contrariety. Such advice presupposes the rhetorical
notion of inconsistency (anomologoumena) instead: contradiction between a particular
person and their words.
It is worth noting that these speaker-relative topics are presented as refutative
tropes, not as positive grounds of making oneself trustworthy. This means their primary
function is to be used against an opponent orator, to show the opponent to be
untrustworthy, rather than positively, to show oneself to be trustworthy. This is an
important difference. It suggests that consistency is a necessary, but not sufficient
condition for trustworthiness. Consistency does not make one trustworthy, but
inconsistency makes one untrustworthy. And when one becomes untrustworthy, in
rhetoric, the consequence is that one’s argument also becomes untrustworthy. Aristotle
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says that if the speaker is apistos, it is absurd (atopon) that his arguments (logoi) would
be pistoi (Rhet. 3.15, 1416a27-28).
This fact – that there is a route from the trustworthiness of a speaker to the
trustworthiness of the arguments – is special to rhetorical persuasion. It is a matter of
rhetorical technique that an orator show his opponent to be untrustworthy, and that he
avoid being untrustworthy himself by applying his knowledge of dialectical contradiction
in a distinctly rhetorical way: across the domains of words and actions. In other words, he
must supplement his ordinary dialectical knowledge of contradiction with the properly
rhetorical knowledge of inconsistency (anomologoumena).
This difference between rhetoric and dialectic can be brought out further by
seeing how the very same spoken argument may be dialectically (or philosophically, or
scientifically) persuasive but not rhetorically persuasive. For example, when asked if he
has children, the anti-natalist philosopher David Benatar responded, “I don’t see why
that’s relevant. If I do, I’m a hypocrite – but my arguments would still be right.”181 He is
asking that his argument against having children be evaluated on its merits, independent
of whether he has “lived up” to its conclusion in his own life. This request is, on its face,
reasonable, since in many cases the persuasiveness of the argument can be detached from
the arguer. The persuasiveness of my mathematical proof can certainly be detached from
any facts about how I live my life. In Aristotle’s view, however, the persuasiveness of

Joshua Rothman (2017), “The Case for Not Being Born,” The New Yorker:
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/persons-of-interest/the-case-for-not-being-born
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rhetorical proof is not detachable from the speaker. In Part 3 I discuss a possible
explanation for why he thinks this.

Part 3: Ēthikē Reasoning
A. Ēthos and logos in public deliberation
The previous two sections have put forth a two-part view of how the ēthos-proof
is part of the rhetorical technē. It has a positive function and a negative (refutative)
function, with arguments being the primary mechanism for both functions. First, the
speaker expresses their ēthos through their arguments, and when the ēthos they express is
shared by the audience, they are trustworthy. Second, some refutative argument types in
rhetoric – the speaker-relative topics – indicate to us how the ēthos-proof functions
negatively. An opponent’s character can be used in a refutation, by showing an
inconsistency between the opponent’s actions and their words.
Where does this interpretation of the ēthos-proof leave us with respect to the
puzzle from Part 1? I aimed to relieve some of the apparent tension between the two
Authority claims by showing how logos and ēthos are materially inseparable; they are
realized, in different ways, through the very same words in a speech. Argument Authority
is, by itself, an unsurprising claim for Aristotle to make, because rhetoric is primarily
composed of dialectical skill (Rhet. 1.1, 1354a1, cf. 1.1, 1355a6-15) and accordingly, a
technical rhetorical speech is primarily composed of arguments. Character Authority is
the claim which, by itself, is surprising. I have attempted to show how the speaker’s
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selection of premises expresses more about their character than just their argumentative
abilities. Their selection expresses what they take to need no argument. When the facts
the speaker select as premises match those facts which the audience takes to need no
argument, the speaker has shown themself to share the ēthos of the audience. This means
they show themself to have the values and beliefs that their audience also has. The basis
of the audience’s trust is this shared sense of value conveyed through argument – not the
speaker’s argumentative skills.
Yet this material inseparability of ēthos and logos proofs does not mean they are
integrated and mutually dependent in the way Garver advocates. Garver’s interpretation
of rhetoric in his book Aristotle’s Rhetoric: An Art of Character, is more optimistic than
Aristotle himself is about rhetoric as a method for finding the moral truth. Garver thinks
that Aristotle’s technē of rhetoric successfully integrates “thought” and “character,”
because, in Aristotle’s view, “there is no great gap between my deliberating on what is
best for me and my persuading you about what is best for you, because the human good is
best for both of us.”182 If we follow this thought, we may come to the conclusion that a
person’s publicly displayed reasoning ability indicates their private practical intelligence,
and in so doing, gives the audience good reason to trust what they say.
But as I showed in Chapter 2, rhetorical knowledge is not the public application
of phronēsis, the kind of practical wisdom that integrates means with ends. There, I
argued that there is a structural difference between the wise person’s private deliberation
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and the skilled orator’s rhetorical persuasion. Rhetoric is only one part of public
deliberation: the part that articulates the considerations at issue. The other part, the
audience’s decision, is beyond the scope of the craft of rhetoric. Thus, the reasoning and
deciding parts of deliberation are performed by distinct parties in public deliberation,
while they are united in one person in private deliberation.
It also follows from this structural difference that we cannot infer a speaker’s
phronēsis from their impressive dialectical skills and rhetorical eloquence. While the
good deliberation of the phronimos unifies (a) good reasoning and (b) good deciding, the
skilled persuasion of the orator consists in only (a). Put differently, the phronimos could
not, in speech, convey (b), how she decides things, without inadvertently having
conveyed, instead, (a), how she reasons. For the very act of putting into words those other
factors bearing on a decision (e.g., feelings, desires, character) turns them into reasons, or
considerations (enthumēmata). The rhetorical technē, as Aristotle conceives of it, is only
about articulating the reasons for the audience’s judgment; private deliberation is about
reasoning, but also about more than that. Against Garver, then, I find that there is, in
Aristotle’s thought, a “gap” between my deliberating what is best for me and my
persuading you what is best for you – not because my good is different from yours, but
because deliberation and persuasion are different activities.
If ēthos and logos were integrated in the way Garver advocates, it would be
unclear why Aristotle claims both Argument Authority and Character Authority, and why
he introduces logos and ēthos as separate modes of proof. Character Authority was
brought in to support the claim that “we are persuaded more by decent people, and most
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completely where there is not exactness, but room for doubt.” Argument Authority was
brought in to support the claim that “we are most of all persuaded when we take
something to have been demonstrated (ἀποδεδεῖχθαι).” In Chapter 1 I discussed the
reasons to interpret Aristotle’s use of “apodeixai” in the Rhetoric in a loose, nontechnical sense (p. 12). Here, there is an additional weakening of the Posterior Analytics
conditions for demonstration: Aristotle speaks not of the persuasiveness of something
that is demonstrated objectively, but rather, of what is subjectively taken to be
demonstrated.
So, on the one hand, the logos-proof is “most authoritative” because, among all
the sources of proof, arguments persuade us most of all, when we take an argument to be
demonstrative. On the other, the ēthos-proof is “most authoritative” because, again
among all the sources of proof – including, presumably, argument – people persuade us
most completely.
We might reconcile the two Authority claims, in light of the interpretation of the
ēthos-proof defended so far, by assuming that we cannot take something to be
demonstrated by a speaker who is untrustworthy. Trustworthiness is necessary, but not
sufficient, for rhetorical persuasion, and rhetorical persuasion is primarily argumentative
or (speaking loosely) demonstrative. But this resolution is, as it stands, incomplete. We
could ask: why is it that we cannot take something to be demonstrated by a speaker who
is untrustworthy? There seem to be many cases where the speaker is entirely irrelevant to
whether we take something to be demonstrated. As suggested at the end of Part 2, facts
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about a mathematician’s life will not make us more or less convinced of her mathematical
proof.
Bringing out the incompleteness of this resolution will also bring out the problem
with Dow’s account of the ēthos-proof as conveying general trustworthiness. For Dow’s
account could also offer such a resolution. Consider a slight variation on Dow’s
formulation of how the ēthos-proof affects the audience, now reflecting one aspect of the
account I’ve defended, that ēthos will be conveyed through argument:
1. Evidence for: Callias is trustworthy
a. And this evidence is reputable.
2. Callias is trustworthy.
3. Callias recommends demonstrates such-and-such
Therefore (or ‘this is good grounds for judging’),
4. Such-and-such183
When presenting Dow’s account of the ēthos-proof in Part 1, I suggested that
Aristotle would not accept that the “such-and-such” in this formulation be substituted
with just any sort of content. Consider now some different substitutions. If Callias
demonstrates in (3) that the angles of a triangle equal 180, why should steps (1) and (2)
matter? It seems plausible that we could remove them, and the audience would still be
justified in coming to believe that the angles of a triangle equal 180. Perhaps they would
be even more justified if Callias were a trusted figure, known to be skilled in geometry.
But aside from odd cases where Callias has a reputation for giving sophistical
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Dow (2015, 100) with step 3 revised.
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geometrical proofs, the audience should come to believe that the angles of a triangle
equal 180 if Callias demonstrates it, regardless of anything else about Callias.
But now imagine that Callias demonstrates in (3) that it will be beneficial for the
city to declare war. In this case, it is less plausible that the audience would be equally
justified in coming to believe that the city should declare war if they have evidence that
Callias is untrustworthy, or even if they have no evidence about Callias’ character one
way or the other. Various facts about Callias could reasonably block their inference to
(4): for instance, if they believe Callias despises the city, or is a warmonger, or yesterday
defended pacifism. Any of these facts may reasonably prevent them from taking Callias’
words to be demonstrative. In the geometrical proof, there are only some, odd cases
where Callias’ character will be relevant to its persuasiveness. In the political proof,
Callias’ character will almost always be relevant to its persuasiveness.
I would modify Dow’s formulation to reflect two facts: that the ēthos-proof is
conveyed through argument (reflected in 1), and the audience will only take the
arguments to be demonstrative, and therefore, to be persuasive, if the speaker is
trustworthy. Here is my proposal for how the ēthos-proof works from the perspective of
the audience:
1. Callias argues for x
a. The argument gives me evidence that Callias is trustworthy, because I
see, from his selection of premises, that we value the same things
Therefore,
2. Callias demonstrates x
Therefore,
3. x
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Finally, this formulation only works for certain substitutions of x: the matters that
are up for public deliberations, namely, whether something is beneficial or harmful, just
or unjust, noble or shameful. In step (a) it is not Callias’ general trustworthiness, but
specific trustworthiness about matters of public deliberation, that matters. And such
trustworthiness is not independent proof of x, but rather, an independent reason to take an
argument for x to be a demonstration of x. Thus, the effect of step (a) – the effect of the
ēthos-proof – is to provide a way for the audience to move from step (1) to step (2). The
upshot of my view is twofold. First, the way in which ēthos is a technical proof, when it
is, explains why Aristotle can claim both Argument Authority and Character Authority.
Second, the subject matter suitable for rhetorical proof explains why he cannot just claim
Argument Authority, and also needs to claim Character Authority.
I have argued so far in this chapter that the ēthos-proof is materially inseparable
from the logos-proof, but persuasively prior to the logos-proof. That is, it provides the
background condition for demonstration to work, when the demonstration is about a
particular, restricted subject matter, namely, the good, the just, and the noble. I’ll
conclude with some considerations about how the inclusion of the ēthos-proof in rhetoric
coheres with Aristotle’s more general statements about reasoning and proof.

B. Reasoning about the good, the just, and the noble
In many places, Aristotle reminds us that the standards of precision for proof are
relative to the subject matter. For instance, in presenting his method in the Nicomachean
Ethics, he says:
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Λέγοιτο δ’ ἂν ἱκανῶς, εἰ κατὰ τὴν ὑποκειμένην ὕλην διασαφηθείη· (EN 1.3,
1094b11-12)
Our account will be adequate if its perspicuity is in accord with its underlying
subject matter.

This “subject matter,” he goes on to say, is that of politikē: the noble, just, and
good, “ta kala,” “ta dikaia,” (1094b14) and “t’agatha” (1094b17). In reasoning and
constructing proofs about these matters, we should expect that both our premises and our
conclusions will hold only “for the most part.” He goes on to explain:
πεπαιδευμένου γάρ ἐστιν ἐπὶ τοσοῦτον τἀκριβὲς ἐπιζητεῖν καθ’ ἕκαστον γένος,
ἐφ’ ὅσον ἡ τοῦ πράγματος φύσις ἐπιδέχεται· παραπλήσιον γὰρ φαίνεται
μαθηματικοῦ τε πιθανολογοῦντος ἀποδέχεσθαι καὶ ῥητορικὸν ἀποδείξεις
ἀπαιτεῖν. (EN 1.3, 1094b23-27)
For it belongs to an educated person to seek the degree of precision for each kind
[of subject matter], as far as the nature of the subject matter admits. For it seems
that accepting persuasive arguments from a mathematician is rather like
demanding demonstrations from a rhetorician.

Why are these expectations “rather like” (paraplēsion) each other? In the one
case, the standards are loosened, and in the other case, the standards are tightened. The
reason “accepting” (apodechesthai) persuasive arguments for the one is about the same as
“demanding” (apaitein) demonstrations for the other is that the same mistake is made in
both cases: not sufficiently relativizing one’s standards of proof to the subject matter.
If we apply this lesson to the Rhetoric, we can develop a plausible hypothesis
about why Aristotle thinks speaker-relative proofs are relevant in rhetoric, whereas there
is no evidence that they are relevant in dialectic or other sciences. The subject matter in
rhetoric is, I argued in Chapter 2, a subset of the subject matter in politics: the things
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about which we deliberate. A speaker’s ēthos gives you a reason to believe what they say,
when it concerns what you should do, in this case, how you should vote.
When a speaker argues for the conclusion that others should act in a certain way,
it will be relevant whether the speaker herself acts in this way. In presenting a
mathematical proof, however, it will be irrelevant how the presenter acts, or even what
she believes – the proof should persuade equally well, regardless of these facts about the
speaker. This is the thought I take Aristotle to be expressing in Rhet. 3.16, when he says:
διὰ τοῦτο <δ’> οὐκ ἔχουσιν οἱ μαθηματικοὶ λόγοι ἤθη, ὅτι οὐδὲ προαίρεσιν (τὸ
γὰρ οὗ ἕνεκα οὐκ ἔχουσιν), ἀλλ’ οἱ Σωκρατικοί· περὶ τοιούτων γὰρ λέγουσιν.
(Rhet. 3.16, 1417a19-22).
This is why mathematical arguments do not involve ēthos: because they do not
involve decision, (for they do not involve the for-the-sake-of-which), but Socratic
arguments [do involve ēthos], for they speak about these sorts of things.184

Rhetorical arguments do not aim at decision (prohairesis), but they do aim at judgment
(krisis). As we saw in Chapter 2, the krisis at the end of public deliberation is closely
related to prohairesis, since it is, in many cases, a vote. For this reason, I take Aristotle in
the above passage to be making a general point about how those who are tasked with
public deliberation and judgment – the citizens – come to be convinced by each other’s
logoi. When it comes to making public decisions about what is good, just, and noble,
what we take to be demonstrative in logos depends on ēthos.

184

Kassel secludes final line, περὶ τοιούτων γὰρ λέγουσιν
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Conclusion
The aim of this dissertation was to give an interpretation of Aristotle’s conception
of rhetorical knowledge. I aimed to account for how it is theoretically different from
other kinds of knowledge, and what norms govern its practice.
To Aristotle, rhetoric is closely related to both dialectic and politics. In Chapter 2,
I showed that rhetoric differs from politics by falling below the high bar Aristotle sets for
true political expertise. Political expertise is, for Aristotle, a kind of wisdom, intrinsically
directed at the good. Rhetoric is, in contrast, a craft, which may be misused. Yet the two
kinds of knowledge are closely related because they share a context, and accordingly,
deal with the same subject matter: the matters that require public deliberation. Rhetoric is
for the sake of political judgment – the decision at the end of citizen deliberation. Thus,
the orator’s skill does not consist in deciding, but in advising those who must decide.
The primary way in which an orator is to advise the audience is through
argument; the logos-proof is the primary technical means of persuasion in the Rhetoric.
In Chapters 3-5, I aimed to explain the distinctive norms governing arguments that make
them rhetorical. In Chapter 3, I showed that rhetorical arguments are more “relaxed” than
dialectical arguments, even though both are informally valid arguments drawn from what
the audience believes. By the end of Chapter 4, I concluded that we should understand
this “relaxation” in the following sense: rhetorical arguments license the audience to
accept the intended conclusion – they provide good reasons for doing so – but they do not
rationally require accepting the conclusion. This is because the major premises of

205

rhetorical arguments are not scientific truths; they are general propositions governed by a
weaker norm of truth, and accordingly cannot guarantee particular conclusions.
Yet despite the fact that they are a relaxed version of dialectical arguments and
are drawn from less-stringent truths than scientific arguments are, rhetorical arguments
nonetheless persuade qua arguments. That is, they persuade rationally; they are not
sophistical or contentious. Sometimes, an audience will, for good reasons, take a nondemonstration to be sufficiently demonstrative. In Chapter 5 I explained how this
happens by accounting for the role of ēthos in Aristotle’s theory. The character of the
speaker contributes to rational persuasiveness because the arguments of an untrustworthy
person are in turn untrustworthy, when their argument is about practical matters: the
good, the just, and the noble.
In my interpretation, Aristotle is able to present a coherent and distinctive
conception of rhetoric by ultimately adopting what I have called the Philosopher’s View
on the question of its status. There is space for a craft of rhetoric in the “room” of
Aristotle’s thought not because he drops the floor, but because it has a high ceiling. His
theory suggests that rhetoric can be a kind of knowledge as long as it is not the highest
kind of knowledge.
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